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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis is a critical discourse study that explores the housing discourses 
of young people in Hong Kong which are premised on power relations throughout 
the process of discourse construction. Young people are increasingly being 
marginalised. Their housing plight given the housing situation and formation of 
housing discourses of young people in Hong Kong has yet to be explored. My 
original contribution to knowledge is the application of a critical discourse 
analysis to housing discourse studies on young people through the articulation of a 
number of discourses under structurally and agency-oriented theme.  

 
This study adopts social constructionism as the theoretical and conceptual 

foundation for the conceptualisation and identification of housing discourses of 
young people. The research design is qualitative in nature, and the data analysis 
draws on theoretical perspectives from social constructionism, and housing and 
critical theories. Specifically, the dialectical-relational approach of Norman 
Fairclough on critical discourse analysis is applied. To examine the housing 
discourses of young people in Hong Kong, two types of discourses are examined. 
The first type is housing discourse about young people (i.e. ‘societal housing 
discourses’), which is based on examining three major housing policy documents 
(1987, 1998, and 2014) and 703 newspaper articles from 2005 to 2015. The 
second type is housing discourse by young people (i.e. ‘young people housing 
discourse’), which is based on 32 semi-structured interviews with young people 
between 18 and 34 years old. All data are coded and analysed by using MAXqda 
software, which is designed for qualitative data analysis. 

 
A number of housing discourses that have been circulating in Hong Kong 

have been identified. The study shows that young people are in the same social 
context but subject to different inferences in discourse. The interviewed 
respondents attempt to recontextualise societal housing discourses, whereas the 
young people housing discourses are characterised by high interdiscursivity. 
However, a new genre, discourse and style may trigger social changes. Among the 
many discourses, the housing discourses of young people in Hong Kong can 
further divided into three categories, namely ‘overlapping discourse’, ‘unique 
societal housing discourse’ and ‘unique young people housing discourse’. 
‘Overlapping discourse’ refers to discourses that can be found in both societal 
and young people housing discourse. The other two categories are discourses can 
be found in either societal or young people housing discourse. Such categorisation 
implies young people adopted different discursive strategies. It shows, on the one 
hand, young people draw directly from societal housing discourses. On the other 
hand, young people draw from societal housing discourses and produce a new 
discourse as a result.  

 
Although difficult, it is still possible for young people to voice their needs 

under mainstream discourses. It is anticipated that this study will facilitate future 
research on critical discourse studies in housing and the examination of the order 
of discourses among the different groups of people in Asia where society is 
changing at a quick pace. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
The goal of this thesis is to critically examine the housing discourses of 

young people in the context of Hong Kong, with emphasis on the dialectical 

interaction between the different dimensions of discourses. This study adopts a 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) approach which is founded on critical realist 

premises. In this chapter, the overall structure of the thesis will be outlined. 

Section 1.1 is an introduction on the research background, and explains the 

importance of studying the housing discourse in Hong Kong. Section 1.2 provides 

the aims and significance of this study. This section also provides the theoretical, 

methodological and practical contributions. Section 1.3 outlines the theme of each 

chapter in order to provide a comprehensive outline of the thesis itself. 

 

1.1. Research Background 
 

Due to rising housing costs, greater instability in the labour market, increased 

competition for housing from the older generations and tightening of lending 

criteria since 2008, the entry of young people into the housing market has become 

more difficult (Beer & Faulkner, 2011). Research has shown that young people 

have delayed moving out from the parental home or returned back for various 

reasons, such as those affected by government policies, or due to broad economic 

and demographic changes (Majamaa, 2014, 2011; Stone, 1998). The decline of 

owner-occupation amongst those who are under thirty has been highlighted in 

much of the literature (Beer & Faulkner, 2011; Clapham, Buckley, Mackie, Orford, 

& Stafford, 2010; Ronald & Hirayama, 2009). Therefore, it is obvious that young 

people today are at a high risk of becoming precariously housed (Mínguez, 2016; 

Wolch & Li, 1997). 

The literature in the west has indicated that young people are increasingly 

being marginalised, particularly young families, individuals who have low income 

and those who are vulnerable due to the lack of social support (Clapham, Mackie, 

Orford, Buckley, & Thomas, 2012a, p. 71). In Hong Kong, young people are also 

facing similar challenges.  

In the 1997 financial crisis, Hong Kong and other Asian countries suffered 
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from economic downturns. The housing market was inevitably suppressed, and 

both house price and transactions dropped while the number of negative equity 

properties and rate of bankruptcy rose (Government of the HKSAR, 2003). Since 

1987, the “Long Term Housing Strategy” (LTHS) 1 which is a housing policy 

paper, has emphasised the role of the private sector in housing provision. Despite 

unfavourable economic circumstances, the private sector has been the basis for the 

increase in the homeownership rate in Hong Kong. However, stabilisation of the 

housing market is still the primary concern of the HKSAR government, and in 

2002, they published the “Review of the Institutional Framework for Public 

Housing” to re-state their housing policy in response to the continued economic 

downturn and deficiencies of the private residential property market. Yet social 

policies are still given less importance than economic policies (Ronald, 2007). 

The government has emphasised a “facilitative” role (Holliday, 2000) that tends to 

prioritise stability in the development of the housing market in their policy agenda 

(Office of the Chief Executive, various years). Under the Quota and Points 

System (QPS) for public rental housing (PRH) allocation, young people are given 

the least priority on the application queue for PRH. Therefore, they inevitably turn 

to the private housing market to meet their housing needs. 

The Hong Kong housing market eventually recovered in 2004, and housing 

prices quickly increased. On the one hand, young people are facing the problem of 

high housing prices (Castro Campos, Yiu, Shen, Liao, & Maing, 2016). On the 

other hand, they are at the bottom of the queue for PRH due to the QPS. Under the 

presumption of promoting homeownership, there is now questioning around 

whether young people can really afford to buy a unit. The latest LTHS 

consultation report emphasises rebuilding the ‘housing ladder’2. A ‘housing ladder’ 

discourse (metaphor for young people who are first time buyers and typically 

found at the bottom of the housing ladder but anticipated to move up this ladder 

towards more expensive housing during their lifetime) has been therefore 

produced and is now being circulated in Hong Kong.  

                                                 
1 Long Term Housing Strategy published in 1987, 1998 and 2014 respectively.  
2 The ‘housing ladder’ is a metaphor for the dwelling hierarchy: from rental to outright 

homeownership; from less peasant dwelling to better dwelling (Beer & Faulkner, 2013). At the 
lower end of the housing ladder, the dwellings are relatively poor in quality. At the higher end of the 
ladder, the dwellings are a better quality (Haurin, Hendershott, & Wachter, 1996b).  
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Is it really essential for young people to step onto this ‘housing ladder’? 

What are their needs? Are there any alternatives? These are especially important 

to address during economic downturn periods, when more people apply for PRH 

or become public housing tenants (Hui & Yu, 2009). Indeed, the unaffordability 

issue is not merely one of young people, but needs to be considered by everyone 

in Hong Kong (Leung & Tang, 2014). Yet it is considered unacceptable for young 

people to apply for PRH despite their housing needs because the consensus is that 

families and seniors should be given priority. Therefore, the plight of the housing 

needs of young people given the current housing situation, housing affordability 

or ways to achieve homeownership, as well the rationale and formation of housing 

discourses of young people in Hong Kong have yet to be explored. 
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1.2. Research Aims and Research Question 
 

The aims of this research, which include understanding the housing 

discourses of young people, are premised on the dialectical relations of different 

factors throughout the process of discourse construction. This research therefore 

aims to answer the three following questions. 

RQ 1: What are the housing discourses of young people in Hong Kong? 

RQ 2: Why are specific discourses continued among young people?  

RQ 3: How do young people cope with their housing needs through the 

specific discourses held? 

This research will focus on the housing discourses of young people, hence, 

the research will carry out a review on young people and housing (denoted 

hereafter as “young people’s housing”)3 and the relevant housing discourse.  

The definition of “young people” varies among housing researchers (Yip & 

Forrest, 2014; Andrew, 2012, 2004; Mulder & Smits, 1999). The primary 

difference in the definition among the researchers lies in the age range. Although 

the concept of young people is an age-related process (Wyn & White, 1997), 

researchers in youth studies suggest that young people are not a homogeneous 

group (Jones, 1988). ‘Young people’ itself is a relational concept4 that is being 

constructed through social processes which also bring in power relations (Wyn & 

White, 1997). With the acknowledgment of the complexity of the concept of 

young people, this research draws reference to housing studies on young people 

and the local context. In this research, the term ‘youth’ and ‘young people’ will be 

used interchangeably as they both refer to the people within the age range defined, 

or those who are between 18 and 34 years old.  

 

 

 

                                                 
3“Young people’s housing” is a technical term produced by the author, which refers to young 

people and housing. Young people’s housing includes but is not limited to the housing market of 
young people (Beer & Faulkner, 2011), their housing circumstances (Wade & Dixon, 2006), housing 
transition (Beer & Faulkner, 2013), and housing attitudes (Li, 2014b). 

4 Relational concept refers to “something that requires the support of others to develop and to 
sustain” (Bishop & Willis, 2014, p. 787). 
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1.2.1. Significance of Research 
 

The research work in this study is anticipated to make theoretical, 

methodological and practical contributions to the literature. This section 

highlights the key points, and a detailed explanation of the key contributions will 

be provided in Chapter 7. 

 

Theoretical Contributions 
 

This study has five major theoretical contributions. The first theoretical 

contribution is to fill the research gap on young people and housing discourses, 

particularly in the local context of Hong Kong. There is a lack of discussion and 

exploration on housing and young people using discourse analysis in the literature 

(Watt, 2008). This research will therefore contribute by developing a direct 

linkage between housing for young people and discourse analysis.  

The second theoretical contribution is extending the theory of the CDA (the 

DRA in particular) to explain the housing discourse. The application of CDA, 

which is a social constructionist approach, reveals the power relations in the 

process of discourse construction (Coffey & Marston, 2013). Young people, as a 

social group, the discourse and the power relations within will be revealed with 

the DRA in this study.  

The third theoretical contribution is the identification of two types of housing 

discourses through the CDA (Fairclough, 2009): housing discourses about young 

people (henceforth “societal housing discourses”) and housing discourses by 

young people (henceforth “young people housing discourses”)5. This study also 

identifies the convergences and divergences of societal and young people housing 

discourses. In doing so, this will therefore highlight the contested process through 

which young people and the housing issues of young people have come to be seen 

as problems.  

The fourth theoretical contribution is that this research provides an original 

account of the structure of housing discourse. This research categorises discourses 

                                                 
5 “Societal housing discourses on young people” and “young people housing discourse” are 

technical term that is made up by the author for the purpose of this research. 
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into two themes: structurally-oriented/agency-oriented. The purpose is to provide 

a more diverse understanding of the complexities of the housing process (Brannen 

& Nilsen, 2005).  

The fifth theoretical contribution is the incorporation of non-discursive 

elements. Other social theories are used to “map out other parts of the domain 

under study than those covered by the specific discourse analysis” (Jørgensen & 

Phillips, 2002, p. 90).Young people are socially constrained but their actions are 

not entirely determined by social constrains (Fairclough, 2003a). Non-discursive 

elements are therefore more than the background information of discursive 

practices. 

 

Methodological Contributions 
 

This study provides four major methodological contributions. First, text from 

the media is incorporated into the study of housing discourses. That is, the 

incorporation of discourses delivered through the mass media and major housing 

policy texts are analysed in order to reveal the societal housing discourses (Blandy 

& Robinson, 2001). Methodologically, this research also incorporates the 

language associated with two social fields, i.e. policy and media discourses, 

during the investigation of the societal housing discourses.  

The second methodological contribution is the application of the CDA to 

youth related housing discourse studies. The CDA, as a methodological tool, has 

considerable capacity to generate particular insights. The use of the CDA casts the 

housing issues of young people in Hong Kong from the perspective of power 

struggles. Analysis of metaphors and word meaning both fall under the 

micro-analytical category of ‘vocabulary’ (Marston, 2000). Word meanings in 

particular domains may reflect social and political struggles (Fairclough, 1992). 

The analysis allows correlation to be made between language and social changes 

(Marston, 2000). 

The third methodological contribution is an analysis of the metaphors of 

housing discourses in the context of Hong Kong. Metaphors can be used in 

different ways and in this case, the usage reveals tension (Fopp, 2009). 

Metaphoric use in policy papers, newspaper articles and interviews with young 
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people is identified in this study. 

The fourth methodological implication is the incorporation of additional 

techniques along with the CDA. The CDA has received a number of criticisms 

when textual analysis is applied. Therefore, the use of thematic analysis along 

with the CDA can add to the analytical foundation of this research work (Mackie 

& Tett, 2013). 

 

Practical Contributions 
 

This study provides three major practical contributions. First, problems are 

identified in advance through the use of CDA. The housing needs of young people 

in Hong Kong have been discussed (Yip, 2012); however, no long term solution 

has been given. Therefore, the application of the CDA enables the researcher, 

policy makers and social workers to identify problems in advance in order to 

initiate policy response to the needs of young people. 

The second practical implication is the exploration of multiple discourses for 

the benefit of housing researchers and housing activists. As there is an absence of 

a comprehensive study on housing discourses of young people in Hong Kong, this 

research will offer an overview of such discourses. The research findings and 

analysis could motivate housing researchers and housing activists to further 

investigate the complex dynamics of local discourses.  

The third practical implication is to include the voice of young people into a 

research and policy agenda (Jacobs, 2006). As mentioned above, the housing 

issues of young people have been gaining more attention from both the public and 

academics. However, their voice remains unheard. This research therefore 

emphasises the importance of discourse from the perspective of young people.  

By acknowledging that there are complexities in the real world, this research 

will also incorporate other socio-economic factors, such as living arrangements, 

employment and education, and housing history. However, the limitation is that 

this research is at the risk of generalising the housing discourses of young people 

in Hong Kong. However, this research does not aim to represent all available 

housing discourses of young people in Hong Kong. The purpose is to reflect the 

competing nature of discourses and its impacts on young people.   
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1.3. Thesis Outline 
 

This thesis comprises eight chapters. Chapter 1 is an introduction of the 

study and outlines the overall structure of the study. The aims, research goals and 

significance of this study are provided.  

Chapters 2 and 3 discuss the literature pertinent to the current investigation. 

Through the literature review, a research gap in housing, youth and discourse 

studies is identified, which is the housing discourse of young people. The 

literature review clearly shows the absence of housing discourse research that 

focused on young people either at the local (Hong Kong) or international level. 

Therefore, the literature review will be examined in three ways as the interaction 

among young people, housing and discourse. The focus of Chapter 2 is on the 

‘housing and discourse’ literature which starts with an overview of the definition 

of discourse. Due to the absence of a consensual definition, this study draws on 

the work in Fairclough (1989, p. 84) in which discourse “refer(s) to the whole 

process of social interaction of which text is just a part”. The discussion then 

proceeds to a review of housing discourse studies. The aim of the review is to 

identify the key social perspectives that will form as the basis for understanding 

the social interaction process of housing discourses. Five areas of discourses are 

identified through a review of local housing discourse studies. The discussion 

section will also point out nine areas of concern with respect to the theoretical, 

methodological and practical formation of this study.  

Chapter 3 starts with presenting the reason for defining ‘young people’ based 

on an age range between 18-34 years old. This chapter focuses on the literature on 

two main bodies: ‘young people and housing’, and ‘young people and discourse’. 

The ‘young people and housing’ section includes a review on the micro and macro 

factors that affect the housing behaviour of young people. The ‘young people and 

discourse’ section identifies five areas that are frequently mentioned by academics 

in studies on the discourse of young people. After a review of the research on the 

housing and discourse of local young people, the discussion sections in the two 

chapters provide summaries and key observations from the literature. Despite that 

Chapters 2 and 3 show that studies on housing discourse and young people 

discourse have different focuses, the two areas share common grounds (for 
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example, affordability issues). These chapters enrich the analytical grounds of this 

study, and analysis of data at the later stages of this study will draw reference 

from the social perspectives identified in Chapters 2 and 3.  

Based on the literature review, Chapter 4 discusses the data collection and 

analysis process, and then presents the results of the findings of the investigation. 

This chapter discusses discourse under a social constructionist perspective. In 

order to challenge ‘common sense’, this chapter will outline how the CDA 

benefits this study. I examine the housing discourses of young people in Hong 

Kong, which include the housing discourse about young people (i.e. societal 

housing discourses in Chapter 5) and housing discourse by young people (i.e. 

young people housing discourses in Chapter 6). Chapters 5 and 6 present the key 

finding from the data.  

An overview of the discourses (see Appendix VI) identified and their 

definitions in this study. Some overlap while others conflict. These two chapters 

also identify the primary discourses that are circulated among society. At the end 

of the two chapters, an analysis of the text will allow a closer examination of the 

language characteristics of the discourses.  

Subsequently, the discussions in Chapter 7 tie in all of the material in the 

chapters that provide the data. The dialectical relationships between different 

elements of discourse are outlined. A number of dominant discourses are 

consequently identified in societal housing discourse (such as pro-homeownership 

discourse and discourse of personal choice). Although these discourses represent 

the social order of discourse, they can potentially change. Under the discursive 

influence of discourse themes that are categorised as either agency-oriented or 

structurally-oriented, young people are found to produce new hybrid discourses, 

genres and styles which are subjected to non-discursive elements. Due to the high 

levels of interdiscursivity, the orders of discourses might change in accordance to 

the recontextualisation of societal housing discourse by young people. 
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Chapter 2 Housing Discourse  
 

This chapter outlines the literature on housing discourse and the possibility 

that a multiplicity of discourses co-exist in housing research. This chapter will 

constitute the basis of this research work by reviewing the available housing 

discourses in the literature in which housing discourses with respect to young 

people could be used as reference. Section 2.1 briefly explains the definition of 

discourse, with a more detailed discussion on the concept of discourses and 

discourse analysis in Chapter 4. Section 2.2 provides an overview of the 

discourses in housing studies. Five different areas are identified which could form 

the basis for the discussion on housing discourses, particularly those related to 

young people. The ambiguity of the discourses will be discussed. Section 2.3 is a 

review of the local studies, and how the current study can contribute to an 

under-researched area both locally and internationally. Section 2.4 will discuss the 

insight gained from the housing discourse literature. Section 2.5 will be a 

conclusion that consists of a review summary on the housing discourses and their 

significance for this research work. 

 

2.1. Definition of Discourse  
 

In order to study the housing discourses of young people, it is crucial to 

define the meaning of discourse to establish the backdrop of this study. The 

parameters of the “discourse theory” broadly group the development of a range of 

different theories (Foucault, 1980). There are diverse dimensions to 

conceptualised ‘discourse’, such as power (Foucault, 1984), authority (Ball, 1993), 

representation (Hall, 2006, 1997), cognition (van Dijk, 1985), etc. The term is 

viewed differently according to the different disciplines as discourse itself reflects 

different perspectives (Fairclough, 2003).  

A preliminary definition of discourse, as suggested by Jørgensen and Phillips 

(2002, p. 1), is “a particular way of talking about and understanding the world (or 

an aspect of the world)”. However, this definition cannot reflect the complexities 

of discourse. A number of researchers have consequently discussed the 

frameworks, concepts, and methods in relation to discourse. From a linguist 
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perspective, discourse could refer to the way that an individual thinks and speaks 

about reality as it “provides a set of possible statements about a given area, and 

organizes and gives structure to the manner in which a particular topic, object, 

process is to be talked about” (Kress, 1985, p. 7). Gee (1999) referred to 

‘discourse’ with a lower case as language-in-use while using ‘Discourse’ with an 

upper case as “language plus other stuff” (p. 17). From a social science 

perspective, “discourse” or “discursive properties” refer to expressed, enacted, or 

legitimatized power structures (Van Dijk, 1989, p. 30). For example, Teymur 

(1988, p. 20) referred to ‘housing discourse’ as an “ensemble of terms, concepts, 

representations and statements on ‘housing’ that makes up a network of 

communication”. Housing discourse means the agreement or disagreement of a 

group of people who are involved in a housing context. Linguists focus on text to 

analyse a phenomenon, and social scientists make use of sociological perspectives 

to interpret the language used to describe various aspects of interests (Hastings, 

2000). 

At this point, the definition of discourse remains ambiguous but a review 

shows that the concept of discourse is multi-dimensional. Fairclough defined 

‘discourse’ in three commonly used senses: (1) meaning making as an element of 

the social process, (2) the language associated with a particular social field or 

practice, and (3) a way of construing aspects of the world associated with a 

particular social perspective (Fairclough, 2016, p. 87). For the purposes of this 

study, I apply the definition of discourse, based on Fairclough (1989), in which 

discourse “refer(s) to the whole process of social interaction of which a text is just 

a part” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 24). Discourse consists of different ways of 

structuring areas of knowledge and social practice (Fairclough, 1992, p. 3). 

Therefore, the understanding of discourse includes text and other social elements 

(see Chapter 4 for details). Building on this definition, this research goes beyond 

the linguistic consideration of text and proceeds to also take into consideration the 

social context. The following section will further examine discourses in housing 

studies that are relevant to this research work. 
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2.2. Review on Housing Discourses  
 

As Garnett and Williams (1987, p. 1) cited in Mackay and Paris (1997), 

“[h]ousing is a multi-disciplinary area of study rather than a coherent scholastic 

subject in its own right…[in] the absence of a coherent ‘housing discourse’”. This 

means that housing researchers need to address more than one type of discourse. 

In this section, five areas of housing discourses have been identified which will 

contribute to forming the basis to understanding housing discourses (see Table 2-1 

for a summary). These five areas of discourses are related to different aspects of 

housing studies. For instance, discourses related to the concept of pathology and 

social exclusion are associated with structural impacts on housing. Discourses 

related to affordability and identity are linked to individual capacity and housing. 

Discourses related to globalisation and marketisation view the impact of discourse 

in the international context. This section will show, in the words of Fairclough 

(1992), that housing discourse construes aspects of housing issues associated with 

a particular social perspective. The specific aspects highlighted in these discourses 

reveal the different aspects of concerns in other countries, which can act as 

guidance for analysis of local situations, thus contributing to the data analysis in 

later chapters (see research findings in Chapters 5 and 6).  

Table 2-1 Overview of five areas of housing discourses 

Area of housing 
discourse  

Features Examples of relevant discourses 

Pathology - A way to frame a problem 
- Moral failings and cultural 

distinctiveness of the 
underclass 

- Lack of moral rectitude 
- Blaming-the-victim 

- Pathological discourse 
- Discourse of disasters 
- “Nightmare neighbours” 

Social Exclusion - Multiple causal factors/ 
understanding of the concepts 

- Related to poverty, deprivation 
and hardship 

- Exclusion due to values, 
behaviours and norms of 
individual/ group/ 
neighbourhood 

 

- Social exclusion discourse  
- Redistributionist discourse 

(RED) 
- Moral underclass discourse 

(MUD) 
- Area effects discourse 

Affordability - The cost of housing with 
respect to household income 

- The meaning and the target 
group of affordable housing 
could be changed 

- Affordable housing 
discourse 

- Homeownership discourse 
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- Promotion of certain kinds of 
tenures  

Identity - Factors associated with 
housing affect self-perception 
and identity 

- Stigmatisation is commonly 
found 

- Managerial discourse 
- Moral discourse 
- “the risky tenant” and “the 

Ma and Pa landlord” 
discourse 

- Housing debt discourse 
Globalisation and 
Marketisation  

- Associated with neoliberalism 
- Affect government orientation 

of housing policies, e.g. 
promote homeownership and 
deregulation of housing market

- Globalisation discourse 
- Marketisation discourse 

 

2.2.1. Discourses Related to Concept of Pathology 
 

Pathological discourses are related to ways of framing problems. They offer 

individuals with an explanation to certain housing problems, thus leading them to 

accept certain causes of the problems and make sense of them. The concept of 

‘pathology’ can be applied with or without medical connections (Teymur, 1988). 

Reference is made to the term “pathological” to signify a complex, interrelated set 

of explanations to urban problems (Hastings, 1998; Ettema & Peer, 1996). 

“Pathological discourse” has been identified through analyses of policy papers 

(Hastings, 1998). Hastings (1998) argued that social pathological discourses 

(which frame population growth as the cause of poor housing) have been invoked 

and recruit individuals to sustain the discourse through publication of policy 

papers. In the US, a ‘‘discourse of disaster’’ has been employed to represent public 

housing communities as “deviant, dysfunctional, or obsolete” (Goetz, 2013). In 

the UK, the term “nightmare neighbours” has been used by the media to describe 

tenants in council housing (Jacobs, Kemeny, & Manzi, 2003a). The message sent 

to the public is that council housing is occupied by dysfunctional families (Jacobs 

et al., 2003a). In these studies of housing discourse, the communication channel 

identified is the media. Its communicative role has also been highlighted in youth 

studies (see Chapter 3). 

Pathological discourses emphasise the moral failings and cultural 

distinctiveness of deprived groups (Hastings, 2004). To Damer (1992), such 

discourse is associated with the ‘blaming-the-victim’6 ideology.  

                                                 
6 William Ryan wrote a book called “Blaming the victim” in 1976 to critique a tendency 

identified in the 1970s, in which policy makers believe individuals are the authors of their own 
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Pathological discourses offer housing studies with the means to cast housing 

problems. The presentation of the cause can be organised in three levels. By 

drawing on the “underclass” explanations per Murray (1990), the pathological 

discourse at the individual level is due one’s lack of moral rectitude, and thus 

linked to poverty and deprivation. Individual members of the underclass are 

therefore believed to behave differently as their norms, values and behaviours 

deviate from those of mainstream society.  

At the meso level, a group of problematic working-class members, 

specifically urban dwellers, are associated with threats to the social order or 

public health (Hastings, 1998). For example, a group of homeless people are seen 

as social pathologies and believed to engage with drugs or in crime, or are 

involved with teenage pregnancy (Arthurson & Jacobs, 2004; Watt & Jacobs, 

2000).  

At the macro level, older or problematic communities are framed as 

pathological areas and spatial communities so that urban regeneration is needed 

(Matthews, 2010). Based on ‘talk about bad communities’, the problem is actually 

the communities themselves. Associated with a culture of dependency and social 

problems (Dean & Taylor-Gooby, 1992), the solution for the problem then shifts 

to replacing the dependency culture with one of self-help.  

As explained by Murray (1990), the causes of the concerned problem(s) are 

constructed as the pathological individual, groups or communities. However, the 

discourse can be reconstructed or even ‘recontextualised’7. A study on the 

discourse of public housing tenants in the UK highlighted that urban policies and 

the mass media are involved in constituting an “underclass” discourse (Watt, 

2008). An ‘ordinary people’ discourse of tenants has been identified as the 

counter-hegemonic discourse. This shows that the representation of discourse, 

either one that is pathological or non-pathological, is subject to ideological 

positions. In her research on landlord communication strategies in the UK, Taylor 

(1999) argued that tenants are aware of competing discourses from others in 

opposition even if the landlord can carry out “skilful massaging of the message” 

                                                                                                                                      
problems, such as poverty, and the government tends to motivate people to correct social problems 
by having them change their own circumstances themselves (Alcock, 2004).  

7 Recontextualisation refers to a process that involve rearrangement, deletion, addition and 
substitution of elements to make texts applicable in new contexts (van Leeuwen, 2009). 
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(p. 134). 

Discourses related to pathology alert researchers of the application of the 

term ‘pathology’ to cast housing problems. As there are more than one 

representation of a particular aspect (Fairclough, 2003), discourse can be 

recontextualised (e.g. an ‘ordinary people’ discourse against an “underclass” 

discourse). Considered as ‘pathological’ or ‘problematic’ are discourses associated 

with young people (see Chapter 3 for details), which point to a possible 

ideological gap between young people and non-young people. In the process of 

communication between different social agents, the media has a role in discourse 

delivery or even discourse construction.  

 

2.2.2. Discourses Related to Social Exclusion  
 

The social exclusion discourse applies the concept of social exclusion8 to 

explain for housing phenomena. Social exclusion “…refer(s) to a wide range of 

phenomena and processes related to poverty, deprivation and hardship, but it is 

also used in relation to a wide range of categories of excluded people and places 

of exclusion” (Peace, 2001, p. 17). In their review of the origins, applications and 

limitations of the incorporation of social exclusion in housing studies, Marsh and 

Mullins (1998) suggested that the social exclusion discourse drives the attention 

of researchers towards the process of exclusion through housing. For example, the 

social exclusion discourse emphasises the enduring nature of poverty and its 

transmission from one generation to another (Clapham, 2006). 

There are considerable debates within the housing literature on the 

relationship between social exclusion and housing policies9. The first is between 

social exclusion and housing processes. Somerville (1998) examined the linkage 

between housing and exclusionary processes and attempted to develop a 

                                                 
8 Social exclusion is a “contested term” (Hills, Le Grand, & Piachaud, 2002; Peace, 2001). 

Peace (2001) suggested that the concept is used to refer to certain categories of people who are 
excluded from social insurance programmes; meanwhile, the concept encourages rethinking of 
social issues in the European Union.  

9 In a study of the Australian social housing policy, Arthurson and Jacobs (2004) were critical 
of the application of the concept of social exclusion. They argued that social exclusion as an 
academic explanatory concept and as a basis for political judgement should be differentiated. Their 
study also highlighted the limitations of social exclusion as an analytical concept, and they argued 
that the potential of the concept should be at the level of policy implementation. 
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theoretical account of social exclusion. He argued that the concept of social 

exclusion is socially constructed, and a number of applications of the concept to 

housing could be considered, such as housing production, housing tenure, spatial 

fixity, and the notion of having a ‘home’. As this is a socially constructed term, 

housing researchers should be aware of the term and language used. The use of 

metaphors in both housing research and policy papers can mislead one in 

understanding the true nature of housing problems (Fopp, 2009). 

The second is the relationship between social exclusion and housing 

problems. In their study of housing and urban regeneration policies, Watt and 

Jacobs (2000) drew on the debate of the usefulness and application of social 

exclusion. They indicated the political and ideological significance of British 

politics and housing policy based on the redistributionist discourse (RED) and the 

moral underclass discourse (MUD). The former emphasises that poverty and lack 

of full citizenship rights as the main causes of exclusion (Levitas, 1998). With 

poverty and denial of full citizenship rights, certain groups in society are thus 

excluded. This discourse implies the need for “a radical reduction of inequalities, 

and a redistribution of resources and of power” (Levitas, 1998, p. 14). The latter 

concerns the morality and behaviour of the excluded themselves (Levitas, 1998). 

For example, deviance as an individual choice is a dominant discourse in 

Australia (Fopp, 2009). The notion of the “underclass” is the center of the MUD 

discourse, but the formation of the underclass is considered to be the same among 

academics (Murray, 1990; Wilson, 1987). Related to the “underclass” explanation 

suggested in Murray (1990) as mentioned in the section on pathological 

discourses above, exclusion in this case is due to the different values, behaviours 

and norms exhibited from those of the rest of society. Specifically, the underclass 

is taken to lack moral rectitude. The moral discourse of housing management in a 

study by Haworth and Manzi (1999), which focused on the anti-social behaviour 

of the urban underclass, is another example under the category of social exclusion.  

The third relationship is that between social exclusion and area effects. Area 

effects in deprived areas are arguably a possible source of social exclusion 

(Atkinson & Kintrea, 2002). The discourse on area effects discusses the impact of 

an area to an individual, and that the social dynamics of deprived areas reinforce 

negative identities and weak social capital. It is suggested that deprived people 
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who are centralised in these areas have fewer life chances compared to those in a 

community with a better social mix. Alternatively, the presence of renters who 

could be constructed as a risk to homeowners dominate neighbourhoods 

(Rollwagen, 2014). With consideration of both the external and internal factors of 

a neighbourhood and their complex interactions, the “area effects” discourse is 

used to analyse neighbourhood changes at both the macro and micro levels 

(Hastings, 2004). Analyses cover both economic and social aspects, combine 

external factors such as spatial isolation or poor-quality public services, and 

internal factors such as self-esteem or demographics of high proportions of lone 

parents. However, Lupton (2003) commented that the “area effects should be 

accorded less significance in the broad debate on area-based policy” (p. iii). In her 

review on research studies that investigated area effects on individual outcomes, 

she concluded that relevant studies for area-based policies have made exaggerated 

claims, in that “findings of most area effects research are still based on cruder 

spatial delineations’’(Lupton, 2003, p. 9). 

Discourses related to social exclusion demonstrate the diverse understanding 

of the concept of housing (Clapham, 2006), housing processes (Somerville, 1998) 

and the dynamic nature of housing issues (Fopp, 2009). In this study, particular 

emphasis is placed on how the housing problem of young people and the social 

exclusion discourse are represented within policy papers. The use of metaphors as 

a sign of how young people are being socially excluded will be discussed in 

Chapter 5. 
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2.2.3. Discourses Related to Affordability 
 

Affordable housing is a frequent topic of discussion in housing discourse 

studies10. There is no consensus on a measurement of housing affordability or 

definition of ‘affordability’. A simple definition given by Leishman and Rowley 

(2012) with regard to housing affordability is based on the cost of housing with 

respect to household income. The term “housing affordability” and “affordable 

housing” has been discussed in Gabriel, Jacobs, Arthurson, Burke, and Yates 

(2005). Affordable housing refers to low cost housing; the term “affordability” 

implies individual capacity to make choices in the housing market. Although 

housing affordability usually entails housing expenditures and household income 

(Whitehead, 1991), the debate on housing affordability has also expanded to other 

dimensions, such as institutional structure (Murphy, 2014) and housing 

opportunities (Cao & Keivani, 2013). Other dimensions of housing affordability 

invite researchers to consider affordable housing in non-monetary terms, such as 

housing environment. The focus of the affordable housing discourse is not on the 

actual calculation of funds, but on the idea framing process. 

Gabriel et al. (2005) suggested that the discourse around housing 

affordability reflects the interests of particular industries or groups. First, housing 

affordability is associated with discourses that meet the interests of the private 

housing market (Murphy, 2015). In her review on the affordable housing 

discourse in Boise from 1990 to 2009, Martin (2011) argued that the usage of the 

term ‘discourse’ changes over time. The review demonstrated that there has been 

an ‘important rhetorical shift’11 in the connotations of the meaning of discourse, 

from meeting the housing needs of the poor to promoting the importance of 

homeownership as a primary tenure. There are two impacts of the discourse shift. 
                                                 

10 For example, Campbell (2013); Martin (2011); Darcy (2010); Bierre, Howden-Chapman, 
and Signal (2009); Watt and Jacobs (2000); Hunter and Nixon (1999). Hunter and Nixon (1999) 
mentioned “affordable housing” in their study; however, no consensus of the term has been 
reached. Bierre et al. (2009) focused on the cost of housing provision which is determined by 
landlords. Campbell (2013) studied affordable accommodations in relation to homeownership. 
Darcy (2010) investigated the housing situation of the working poor in relation to social mix, in 
order to explore the relationship between discourse and policy ideology. Martin (2011) studied the 
changing nature and definition of affordable housing through media discourse. A study by Watt 
and Jacobs (2000) on the social exclusion discourse highlighted the shortage of social housing.  

11 According to Martin (2011), the important rhetorical shift identified is that affordable 
housing issues have become an issue for the middle-class as presented in the media; however, poor 
consumers of housing have consequently become invisible.  
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The first impact is that poor people have now become invisible in the housing 

discourse, so that government support for their needs are reduced. The second 

impact is that with the focus shifting away from market failure, the need for 

housing market intervention is thus left unattended. A set of desirable values are 

associated with homeownership, and thus homeowners are ‘good’ citizens. This 

“concerns a raft of specific values of pride, self-esteem, responsibility and 

citizenship” (Gurney, 1999b, p. 176).  

Secondly, housing affordability is associated with discourses that explain 

government policies. If decent and affordable housing yields social benefits, the 

government will have greater motivation to intervene in the housing sector 

(Leventhal & Newman, 2010). However, the affordable housing discourse in the 

study by Martin (2011) not only promotes a favoured tenure status, but also 

contributes to a booming housing sector in the economy in favour of the perceived 

needs of home buyers. The government confines social housing to the role of a 

welfare safety-net alongside the promotion and growth of the tenure of 

homeownership (McKee, 2011). Another study conducted by Beer, Kearins, and 

Pieters (2007) on housing affordability in Australia focused on the increasing cost 

of housing and the ability of young people to enter homeownership which has 

gained policy concern.  

Thirdly, housing affordability is associated with discourses that explain for 

individual or household housing behaviour. Governments might view affordability 

issues as income contingent, whereas households view them as spending a 

significant percentage of their income (Beer et al., 2007). Some would question 

whether people “choose” to stay in unaffordable dwellings (Beer et al., 2007). In 

reality, some would stay in their parental home or share a home as a strategy to 

alleviate housing stress (Clapham et al., 2010). Some see poverty as the fault of 

the poor, and feel that they are deserving of being impoverished, and have 

neglected structural causes (Martin, 2011). The discourse of new poverty suggests 

that new forms of poverty have emerged, so that poverty has now extended to the 

middle class (Clapham, 2006). Hence, housing stress is not confined to 

low-income groups, but also threatens the middle-class. As well, frequent 

residential moves triggered by housing stress will also lead to other social issues 

(Leventhal & Newman, 2010).  
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Drawing from the discussion on the concept of affordable housing, the 

contradictory and/or ambiguous meanings of discourse, and the affordable 

housing discourse for the present case, will offer both policy makers and 

individuals the opportunity to rethink the idea of affordability. The affordability 

housing discourse could be easily regarded as relevant to housing situations of 

low income families and their problems other than the individuals themselves, i.e. 

the housing markets are under-emphasized.  

 

2.2.4. Discourses Related to Identity 
 

There are a number of housing discourses related to identity, and numerous 

factors associated with how housing affects self-perception and identity.  

First, there are discourses that associate identity with housing policies. An 

identity can be socially constructed by policy makers in order to legitimate policy 

choices (Schneider & Ingram, 1993). For example, the populist discourse in the 

UK considers affluent tenants as those who are taking advantage of public 

provisions and at the expense of those on waiting lists who have genuine needs, so 

they are sometimes called “limpets” (Jacobs, Kemeny, & Manzi, 2003b) (clinging 

snails). One such housing discourse is the managerial discourse, which refers to 

the application of a managerial approach 12  to housing policy and housing 

management. Marston (2002) identified a “managerial discourse” by examining 

policy documents and interviews with key informants and accordingly identified a 

number of discourses, such as “moral discourse” which is related to the ‘deserving’ 

and the ‘undeserving poor’13, and “market discourse” which is used to frame what 

is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ based on the interviews that he carried out. Thus, marketisation 

is a ‘strong discourse’ as senior government policy actors promote market inspired 

reforms as the only sensible path to secure public housing programme financing. 

This shows the close relationships among language, discourse and power 

                                                 
12 Managerial approach or “managerialism” primarily focuses on increasing incentives, 

disaggregation and competition (Jacobs & Manzi, 2000b). Rees (1995) pointed out two distinct 
claims made by managerialism. First, every problem can be solved by efficient management, and 
second, private sector enterprise practices can be appropriately applied to public sector services.  

13 The deserving and undeserving poor are moral categories which are related to welfare 
provision (Marston, 2000). This concept is found in many countries, such as Australia (Marston, 
2000), the US (Beito, 1993), Canada (Pulkingham & Ternowetsky, 1997) and Britain (Lewis, 1994). 
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(Fairclough, 1992). Empowerment and partnership can be discursively 

constructed through policy documents, and these official discourse promoted by 

the government through a top-down process reinforces existing power relations 

(Atkinson, 1999). By using discourse analysis14 to explore linguistic resources, 

the housing discourse can be considered as a language for analysis. Thus Marston 

(2002) elucidated the power relations through a CDA. He found that an economic 

discourse was used to deal with resistance to reform. Arapoglou (2004) also 

adopted the CDA to study the governance of homelessness in Greece. The study 

suggested that a combination of philanthropic15 and managerial discourses have 

been adopted by powerful actors to promote charitable work and select the so 

called “deserving” homeless clients as recipients of assistance. 

Secondly, there are discourses that associate identity with tenure. These 

reveal the stereotyping of identity through housing tenure. For instance, Bierre et 

al. (2009) suggested that there are discourses of “the risky tenant” and “the Ma 

and Pa landlord” on their study on the discourse of the role of landlords and 

tenants in New Zealand. The risky tenant is someone who is completely unknown 

to the landlord, who then has to carry out a careful screening process before 

granting tenancy. The Ma and Pa landlord refers to “a non-professional lay 

landlord with one or two properties which, though a divergence from traditional 

stereotypes of the unscrupulous landlord, is no less problematic” (Bierre et al., 

2009, p. 23). Another example is that the housing debt discourse is associated with 

tenure stigmatisation16. In a study by Hunter and Nixon (1999) on the construction 

of tenure within the housing policy discourse, their focus was on the 

tenure-specific conceptualisation of housing debt, which is a political 

policy-making process that has internalised the tenure stigma. They analysed the 

various housing debt discourses of four groups: those of individual households 
                                                 

14 In her study on feminist discourse methodologies, Bacchi (2005) highlighted two analytical 
traditions. The first is the “discourse analysis”, which refers to “a social psychological focus on 
pattern of speech” (p. 199). The second is the “analysis of discourses”, which refers to “a political 
theoretical focus on the ways in which issues are given a particular meaning within a specific 
social setting” (p. 199).  

15 The study refers to philanthrophy as an ideology to help the poor in accordance with the 
values of work ethics and familialism. The traditional philanthropic values differentiate the 
“genuine” from the “non- genuine” welfare receiver instead of providing universal benefits. 

16 Tenure stigmatisation refers to the negative portrayal of tenants and landlords through 
language and images (Hunter & Nixon, 1998). 
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who are in housing debt, the popular press, district judges who rule on 

repossession cases and politician. Individual households were found to be 

essentially tenure-neutral. Both owner-occupiers and tenants expressed similar 

feelings on housing debt, such as feelings of shame and anxiety. However, they 

hold different views on external factors for housing debt. The owner-occupiers 

blamed market failure and attributed such to the lack of adequate management by 

lenders, so that they considered themselves as victims of government policies. The 

tenants focused on the problems of housing benefit systems and mismanagement 

of the benefits by local authorities. District judges’ discourse was similar to that 

found in the popular press. The popular press tends to use stereotypical images to 

homogeneously portray particular groups. Tenure stigmatisation exists, for 

example, in cases where there is sympathy for an owner in debt whilst rental debts 

are considered to be individual failings (Hunter & Nixon, 1999). Simplistic 

stereotypical images of tenure groups presented by the popular press have failed 

to acknowledge the diversity within different groups. Finally, politicians have also 

constructed systematic bias in their housing debt discourse, and tenure 

stigmatisation has rendered powerless groups invisible in policy discourses. In 

order to bring about changes to tenant discourse, some social housing 

organisations in the UK have incorporated tenants in their governance (Bradley, 

2008).  

Thirdly, there are discourses that associate identity with community. 

Particular images and problems of a community are emphasized which in turn 

influence the self-identity and self-understanding of the dwellers. Residents who 

are living in a deprived neighbourhood “have a downward dynamic of their own” 

(Andersen, 2002). This draws attention to how housing discourse on a community 

impacts one’s self-perception: “the neighbourhood becomes an extension of the 

home for social purposes and hence extremely important in identity terms: 

‘location matters’ and the neighbourhood becomes part of our statement about 

who we are’” (Forrest & Kearns, 2001, p. 2130). A study by Jackson (1999) was 

carried out on the spoken discourse between council tenants and local councillors. 

The study revealed that the participation of tenants and negotiation might lead to 

changes. Apart from the geographical community, the functional community is 

also important. This is exemplified in a study by Saunders (1990) on the housing 



 

23 

 

market in the UK, which highlighted the intimate connection between 

homeownership and the expression of self and identity (Cairney & Boyle, 2004). 

That is, homeownership is associated with discourses on self-regulation and 

self-discipline, and these separate such individuals from non-homeowners 

(Gurney, 1999b, 1999c). Owning a home is an important part of one’s identity, 

and the impact on housing perception is greater than a focus on tenure alone 

(Clapham, 2006). Homeownership brings about social benefits to both the 

individual and society (Rohe, Van Zandt, & McCarthy, 2000), including 

neighbourhood stability, improved property maintenance (Rohe & Stewart, 1996), 

participation of individuals in voluntary and political activities, people staying in 

their home for longer periods of time (Rohe & Stewart, 1996), and positive 

self-identity (Rossi & Weber, 1996). Yet negative social impacts due to 

homeownership also exist, such as negative health consequences (Nettleton & 

Burrows, 1998). Despite studies that reveal both positive and negative impacts of 

homeownership on homeowners, related discourses tend to focus more on the 

positive implications. In addition, the resultant public image of individuals or 

groups has a powerful influence on policy agendas and form part of the 

consideration in legitimising policy decisions (Hunter & Nixon, 1999).  

Discourses related to identity have focused on how individual identity is 

shaped by the social context, such as the housing policy, tenure and community. 

As mentioned in the section on pathological discourse, recontextualisation of 

discourse could possibly take place. Although many perspectives have been 

addressed (the study by Hunter and Nixon (1999) as example), a power driven 

dominant discourse has yet to be discussed. Thus insight is drawn in that the 

application of CDA in housing discourses could be useful for analysing the 

relationship between discourse and power. 
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2.2.5. Discourses Related to Globalisation and Marketisation  
 

Globalisation (Kenna, 2008; Clapham, 2006) and marketisation discourses 

(Marston, 2002) are associated with the development of neoliberalism in the 

housing field, which offers researchers macro perspectives in the examination of 

housing processes. 

The globalisation discourse is often used to justify various neo-liberal 

policies (Wu, 2003; Short & Kim, 1999), as it stems from neo-liberal values 

which see the free flow of capital as inevitable. For example, the government 

should view the free flow of capital in a positive way by either supporting or 

ameliorating but not challenging this capital (Clapham, 2006). As discourse is a 

constructed process, it can change due to social, political and economic reasons 

(Martin, 2011; Hunter & Nixon, 1999). There are studies in the UK context that 

illustrates discourse changes due to the overt ideological opposition to welfare and 

public sector provision during the successive Conservative administrations in the 

1980s (Malpass, 1993). Jacobs and Manzi (1996) commented that there was a 

shift from “assumptions of a ‘Keynesian Welfare State’ to new right and public 

choice theories that contain assumptions of market superiority and competition” 

(p. 552).  

Globalisation impacts housing in many different ways, as Kenna (2008) 

indicated, such as the advancement of construction methods and materials, 

globalised real estate investments, promotion of owner-occupation, reordering of 

cities and slums, changes in role of the state, and globalised property rights and 

housing finance markets. The influences not only apply to the private market, but 

also to public housing. Neoliberal transformations of urban space discursively 

incorporate public rental tenants to shape power relations. In public housing 

management, commercial orientations, such as value for the money and reaching 

targets on performance indicators, have been requested by those at the 

management level (Franklin, 1998). Clapham, Kemp, and Smith (1990) argued 

that the globalisation discourse has dominated housing policies in Britain. In his 

study on the globalisation discourse in housing policies in the UK, Clapham (2006) 

argued that globalisation has a number of consequences for housing. First, there 

has been a re-orientation of governance. The government continues to keep taxes 
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low to retain investors, so that there is pressure in housing under limited public 

expenditures. Therefore, the government defines the groups that are most in need 

and then offers targeted support, which also ensures ‘value for money’. Second, 

they have deregulated and reduced state intervention. The British government has 

withdrawn regulation of finances for homeownership, so that they only control the 

general interest rate set by the Bank of England in response to increasing housing 

price increments. Third, the discourse changes the nature of housing problems and 

extends them, with a reduced government capacity to respond to the problems. 

The government would then adopt other terms, e.g. flexible labour market, as a 

diversion to promote and sustain changes. The major political parties in Britain 

have adopted the globalisation discourse, created new agendas of housing needs 

or made use of the discourse to propagate certain ideas (Machimura, 1998). All 

three consequences of globalisation discourse on housing policy negatively affect 

the disadvantaged groups. Some of the deprived groups will also be sacrificed if a 

government is competing for a global city status (Shatkin, 2004). 

Due to globalisation and neo-liberalism, it is claimed that people now enjoy 

more freedom to “make their own lives by choosing their own identity and 

lifestyle” (Clapham, 2006, p. 55). That is, our self selected identity will lead to 

self-fulfilment (Giddens, 1991). Homeownership could also be a self chosen 

identity, as it represents a kind of identity, lifestyle or “a marker of social status” 

(Nettleton & Burrows, 1998), and also a kind of fulfilment that enables 

subsequent human activities to take place (King, 1996). So, housing is a means 

instead of an end (Gurney, 1999b). 

Discourses related to globalisation and marketisation are related to housing 

policies and governance. These discourses reveal the relation between policy and 

ideology, such as resource allocation and design policies for targeted groups. 

Ideologies, and neo-liberal ideologies in particular, play a critical role in 

sustaining globalisation and marketisation discourses. In this study, housing 

discourses on young people will often refer to the ideological grounds of 

discourse because they could reproduce a dominant discourse which is sustained 

by neo-liberal (or other types of) ideologies.  

Having summarized the five areas of discourse, this section shows that there 

are number of possible discourses in housing studies, and the nature of these 



 

26 

 

discourses are multi-dimensional. In the examination of discourses, key 

stakeholders, including the government through policy related documents, and the 

mass media of various kinds, play critical roles in discourse construction. 

However, the construction of discourse is not impartial, as it reinforces particular 

images and/or stereotypes, thus reinforcing existing power relationships.  

Furthermore, these discourses are relevant to young people but not the same 

as ‘the discourses of/from young people’. This is because power relations can 

affect discursive practices, such as through policy papers or the mass media. 

Alternative discourses, such as those from the perspective of young people, are 

less likely voiced. Moreover, a number of studies have indicated that housing 

discourses on housing issues vary among the different groups (Martin, 2011; Watt, 

2008; Hunter & Nixon, 1999). A housing issue is interpreted in accordance with 

different social identity factors (for example, class and gender) (Fairclough, 1992). 

This study considers in particular the impact of class and gender in relation to the 

discourses of/from young people which has been an under-researched area. 

Details will be provided in Chapter 3. In the meantime, the implications of class 

and gender on young people housing discourse are noted to be worthy of 

investigation in the current study.  
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2.3. Housing Discourses in Local Studies 
 

Housing academics are aware of the importance of research on young people 

and housing. A number of studies have been completed in recent years that review 

the housing situation of young people. They include studies carried out by Policy 

21 Limited (2013), the Hong Kong Research Association (2014) and the Bauhinia 

Foundation Research Centre (2012). However, none of them have addressed the 

role of discourse. Although some local studies have attempted to address this area, 

for example, studies conducted by the Local Research Community (2014b, 2014a, 

2013) that reviewed the dominant discourses on the imbalance in demand and 

supply of housing, and argued that the cause of the housing problem is not solely 

due to the lack of land. Kong (2009) also examined the genre in news reporting 

through a discourse analysis (genre will be further discussed in Chapter 4). The 

study used housing advertisement as an example and indicated that a mix of news 

report and advertisement is more successful than advertorials. Kong (2009) argued 

that many of the news headlines present the positive side of property transactions 

and the negative aspects of transactions more subtly. The study showed that genre 

is not just to inform, but also to persuade the audience to believe in a specific 

message. There is, however, a paucity of studies that offer a detailed analysis on 

the housing discourses. This is particularly so related to the housing discourses of 

young people and how young people respond to the discourses.  
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2.4. Discussion 
 

The literature review has shown that studies of housing discourses offer 

researchers the opportunity to rethink housing issues from different dimensions 

which would contribute to a rich discussion on the concept of housing. Five areas 

of housing discourses have been reviewed in this chapter which show that how 

housing aspects are constructed is associated with a particular social perspective. 

Given that discourse is a process of construction (Martin, 2011; Hunter & Nixon, 

1999), arguably influenced by socio-economic reasons (Watt & Jacobs, 2000), it is 

thus subject to changes or considered as a tool to facilitate certain values and 

behaviours. In this sense, discourse is more than a description of a social aspect 

from difference perspectives. As per Fairclough (2016, p. 87), discourse can be 

used in meaning making as an element of the social process. Therefore, the five 

areas of housing discourses are different but cannot be fully independent of each 

other. As it is widely acknowledged that there are complex human interactions in 

the construction of discourse, eight key aspects of such interactions have been 

identified through the literature review. They are as follows. 

First, housing discourses are associated with a particular social perspective. 

Among the five mentioned areas of housing discourses, each points to different 

aspects of the various housing phenomena in general and homeownership in 

particular. The pathology discourse is associated with the lack of moral rectitude 

of individual dwellers or social groups; social exclusion discourse with the 

marginalisation of deprived groups in the general housing and home owning 

process; affordability discourse with the balancing of cost and expenditures of 

home purchase; identity discourse with the construction of self-perception under 

different housing tenures; and globalisation and marketisation discourse with 

global impact on local housing issues, and popularization of homeownership 

tenure. As they emphasise different aspects, it is evident that a holistic picture of 

the housing issue cannot be obtained through a single housing discourse. 

Second, needy groups could be stigmatised through housing discourses. The 

importance of examining existing discourses is not only to identify and explain 

why they have become dominant, but researchers need to be aware of the related 

impacts. For example, Martin (2011) suggested that there is a shift in the meaning 
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of affordability from helping the poor to sustaining the middle class. Therefore, 

erasing poverty in the affordability discourse neglects the needs of low- to 

moderate-income individuals; moreover, the support for these individuals to 

maintain adequate housing will be reduced. The discourses reveal a general 

pattern of rewards and punishments inherent in society through policy processes, 

grounded in the understanding of the relative power and powerlessness of 

different groups (Hunter & Nixon, 1999). Some discourses have mentioned the 

role of the government or the state in providing housing welfare, such as the 

managerial or affordability discourse. The government usually has a role in 

facilitating individuals to solve their own housing problem. Yet housing welfare 

provisions are stigmatised and housing welfare receivers are hence negatively 

labelled. 

Third, homeownership has increased in significance. The influence of 

neo-liberalism has rendered homeownership as the preferred form of tenure with 

government support. This is clearly demonstrated under globalisation and 

marketization, on which the positive aspects of homeownership are emphasised. 

Although some would question the sustainability of homeownership for 

individuals and society, discourses on a positive identity and housing security 

associated with homeownership influence tenure choice. 

Fourth, discourses may change along with the subject position of an 

individual. The literature reveals that discourses of a housing issue change in 

accordance with the subject position of an individual; for example, the discourse 

on the ‘underclass’ and ‘ordinary people’ (Watt, 2008) in which the former who 

are seen as outsiders are reidentified as the latter. However, the subject position or 

interest conflict cannot explain why certain discourses are more dominating while 

others are marginalised. Ideology, power dynamics, or more importantly, the 

interaction between discourses of different social actors can help to provide more 

details on ‘which discourses’ and ‘why these discourses’ are more influential on 

young people.  

Fifth, the impact of media has been recognised but its contribution to the 

housing discourses has been neglected. Housing is a system which “embodies a 

set of formal and informal rules and conventions, and a set of market actors” 

(D'Arcy & Keogh, 1999). Analysis of the institutional impacts enable researchers 
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to understand the development of policy interventions (Bastagli, 2009). 

Institutions, such as the mass media and financial institutions, are central to 

housing behaviour. The media is especially critical because they deliver 

information and also participate in process of discourse construction. However, 

the impact of media on individual perception of housing has yet to be explored. 

Sixth, the differences between the housing discourse studies that have 

adopted a critical approach versus those that have adopted a non-critical approach 

need to be highlighted. The latter discusses discourse practices in a descriptive 

and expressive manner, but the structural dimensions and power dynamics are 

usually overlooked in the analysis of related discourses or in discourse analysis. 

These studies usually draw on social constructionism to challenge the 

understanding of housing based on normative and positivist traditions. Yet a 

critical line of enquiry in housing research can open up new opportunities (Jacobs 

& Manzi, 2000a), so that the critical approach means more than just analysing the 

discourses. The transmission of values and behaviour, and cohesive relations 

within texts have social implications (Hastings, 1998). Discourses influence 

individual understanding and acceptance of social reality (Gurney, 1999b), and a 

critical approach will be able to illustrate how language works. Furthermore, this 

approach can show how different elements work together in the process of 

discourse construction. This study therefore considers discourse as an element of 

social practices in which examining semiotic and other elements (including 

non-discursive elements) is critical. The influence of non-discursive has not 

received sufficient attention in the studies. Discourse is a ‘‘social practice’’, and 

makes reference to the broader social context (i.e. a non-discursive aspect) that 

bears on the text and in turn, discursive practices (Stamou, 2013). Studies that 

have adopted a critical approach in the literature review have rarely attended to 

non-discursive elements in their analysis. A detail discussion of the CDA and the 

meaning of non-discursive elements will be presented in Chapter 4. 

Seventh, housing discourse studies should take an analytical approach that 

draws reference from different disciplines. This is because discourses are not all 

mutually exclusive; some discourses are inter-related. A housing issue could be 

represented by discourses of different social perspectives (for example, housing 

problem that is individually initiated or driven by globalisation). For example, the 
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MUD under the social exclusion discourse incorporates the concept of pathology 

under the pathological discourse (Watt & Jacobs, 2000). Both underclass and 

social exclusion discourses have pointed to individual problematic behaviour as a 

cause of housing problems. Another example is that the globalisation and 

pro-homeownership discourses share the neo-liberal operation of the housing 

market. Both discourses have established links among the private housing market, 

tenure and income. The literature review supports the claim that discourses are 

complex in nature (Fairclough, 2003) and housing discourses lack coherence 

(Garnett & Williams, 1987). However, housing discourse research is in need of an 

analysis approach that involves other disciplines and theories in the analytical 

process. 

Eighth, housing discourses attend to either the individual or structural 

causation of housing problems, but the relations between these two and other 

factors have been neglected in analyses. For example, low income families may 

be excluded from living in more affluent areas because affordable housing is less 

accessible (Leishman & Rowley, 2012). Within the discourse related to 

affordability, government pro-homeownership policy could be cited as a possible 

reason for high house prices (Martin, 2011). Alternatively, high house prices could 

also be attributed to the ‘misbehaviour’ of low income families because they 

“choose” to stay in unfit dwellings due to their financial abilities. Which discourse 

is ‘dominant’ or ‘more persuasive’? The answer is subject to the social process per 

se, which involves the power dynamics of the social actors involved. For example, 

personal identity, including notions of young people’s housing, could be socially 

constructed by how the government constructs what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’, and 

‘deserving’ or ‘undeserving’ (Marston, 2002). Therefore, the interaction between 

structurally related and agency related discourses is critical, and should be taken 

into consideration in the discourse analysis process. 

Finally, a review of the housing discourses in local studies shows that young 

people and their housing discourses are not being studied. This is a worthwhile 

area of investigation, to see how young people housing is being represented and 

how young people respond to the representations. Such an investigation is to 

counter the taken for granted understanding of the housing problem of young 

people, which can be used as a reference for housing activists or researchers. 
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2.5. Conclusion  
 

This chapter shows that housing discourse studies are still in the developing 

stages, and a framework has yet to be developed that would integrate the 

interactions of the various elements as well as the various perspectives of the 

housing discourses. Section 2.1 has presented the definition of discourse in this 

study, that is, discourse refers “to the whole process of social interaction of which 

a text is just a part” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 84). Based on this definition, the five 

areas of discourses outlined in Section 2.2 reveal that social interaction partly 

contributes to the process of discourse construction. The five areas of discourses 

also provide a number of insights, such as the difference between critical and 

non-critical approaches to housing discourse analysis; discourses from different 

social perspectives and social positions; and key actors involved in the process of 

discourse construction such as the government and the media. Section 2.3 is the 

review of the local studies, which clearly demonstrates a research gap on young 

people and housing discourses in the local context. Finally, Section 2.4 has 

provided a detailed discussion on the insight gathered from the literature review. 

There are in total nine aspects related to the theoretical, methodological and 

practical contributions of this study.  

With reference to the discourses mentioned, this research will question 

certain taken for granted assumptions; for example, whether young people should 

be encouraged to opt for homeownership. In this research, a number of housing 

discourses will be provided, and their applicability to the situation of young 

people will be examined. If there is an applicable discourse, which one is it? If 

there is no applicable discourse, what is the discourse for young people? These 

discourses will form the basis of the research design, and provide the basic 

framework for coding and evaluation. The methodological implication of the 

literature review on housing discourses is that a critical approach to discourse 

analysis is beneficial for this study because of two reasons, first, it can elucidate 

how power influences the construction of discourses. Second, non-discursive 

elements which are not fully studied in existing housing studies can be 

accommodated. 
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Chapter 3 Young People, Housing and 
Discourse  

 

The discussion in the previous chapter has presented how housing theories 

and discourse are linked, and also specifically, in the related literature on Hong 

Kong. In this chapter, an overview of young people and housing will be provided. 

In recent years, the association of young people with the concept of late modernity 

has been discussed, by for instance, Ekberg (2007), Cieslik and Pollock (2002), 

Furlong and Cartmel (1997), Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991). One crucial 

difference that is definitive of the discourse of young people is that they make 

individual choices in their lives in an increasingly unpredictable world (Hansson 

& Lundah, 2004). In the structure–agency debate, proponents of structuralism 

argue that individuals are being categorised and channelled by structural forces 

associated with social class, gender, and so on and so forth. They question how 

agency itself is conceptualised. However, proponents of individualism argue that 

individuals are free agents to determine their own destiny (Côté, 2002).  

In Section 3.1, ‘youth’ or ‘young people’ will be defined. A review of the 

existing housing studies on young people will also be undertaken to provide a 

basic idea of who comprises ‘young people’. In this research work, the term 

‘youth’ and ‘young people’ will be used interchangeably as they both refer to 

those within the age range of 18 to 34 years old.  

Considerable changes, such as restrictions that are institutionally imposed in 

various social policy areas, have been witnessed in the last few decades (Cieslik & 

Pollock, 2002). Therefore, in Section 3.2, the factors that affect young people and 

housing from both macro and micro perspectives will be examined.  

Section 3.3 will provide a discussion on the discourses on young people and 

their implications on the construction of the housing discourse of young people. 

Five areas related to young people discourse have been identified, including 

young people as a problem; culture; agency and identity; sexuality and maturation; 

and goals and aspirations. These discourses provide a picture of understanding the 

behaviour of young people and reflect the views of mainstream society in its 

construction of ‘young people’. This section contributes to developing a link 
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between young people and the relevant discourses toward them. 

In Section 3.4, a review will be provided on local studies with regard to 

young people, housing and discourse. ‘Young people’ may be a growing, 

multi-disciplinary area of research, but there are only a few studies that have 

specifically focused on discourse and young people. Section 3.5 provides a 

discussion of the insight drawn from young people housing and the literature on 

the discourse of young people. Section 3.6 is the conclusion of this chapter.  
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3.1. Definition of Young People and its Relation to Housing Studies  
 

‘Youth’ and ‘young people’ are both abstract terms that are used to signify a 

certain period in life. Youth is “part of a continuum” (Jones, 1988, p. 706), a life 

stage (Roberts, 2006), or “a time of preparation for a place in society” (Blasco, 

2010, p. 179). ‘Young people’ is a socially constructed concept which differs 

among cultures (Visser, Bolt, & van Kempen, 2013; Wyn & White, 1997). As 

Jones (1988, p. 707) stated: “(i)t is …misleading to emphasise the qualities or 

otherwise of ‘youth’ per se, since the young are neither a homogeneous group nor 

a static one”. 

The concepts of youth and childhood are at their very best poor 

differentiations from the seventeenth-century notions of adulthood or even 

virtually non-existent (Dillabough, 2009; Ariès, 1962). Youth became an 

established category in the late nineteenth and twentieth-centuries. G. Stanley Hall, 

an American psychologist and educator “first ascribed symbolic significance to 

the concept of youth” in 1904 (Jones, 1988, p. 708). The emerging concept of 

youth in the early twentieth century “was intimately linked to a growing emphasis 

upon the medicalization of the individual, who was seen to embody the concept of 

progress through development…and the associated desires for social and moral 

order” (Dillabough, 2009, p. 214). Frith (1984) indicated that the term ‘youth’ was 

initially most frequently used in research on working class young men in the 

United States and Britain. 

The various disciplines within the social sciences emphasise different aspects 

of youth, for example, psychologists view ‘adolescence’ from biological and 

psychological perspectives with focus on emotional and sexual maturation. 

Sociologists link youth to institutional transitions, with focus on school-to-work 

transitions or transition to independent living. Political scientists focus on the 

rights and responsibilities of young people (Coles, 2003). The early 

twentieth-century biologically oriented view of youth development is most 

prevalent. The primary concern is to resolve the developmental inadequacies of 

the youth identity, conceived as a troubled form of immoral identification 

(Dillabough, 2009). Allen (1968, p. 321) pointed out that “it is not the relations 

between ages that creates change or stability in society, but change in society 
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which explains relations between different ages”.  

To study the housing situation and young people in relation to their status, 

age is not the only concern, for example, leaving the parental home is one of the 

key determinants of moving toward adulthood. According to the World Bank 

(2007, p. 27), “youth is a transitional phase from childhood to adulthood when 

young people, through a process of intense physiological, social, and economic 

change, gradually come to recognize themselves as adults”. Compared to the 

conceptualisation of ‘young people’ in housing studies, youth studies tend to 

apply a relatively shorter span for the age range, for example, ages between 12 

and 18 (Bragg, 2010). This observation is drawn from different housing studies 

related to young people around the world. Visser et al. (2013) used the term youth 

to define individuals between the ages of 12-21 with reference to existing 

sociological studies on young people in ‘Western countries’. In the UK, the 

government published a Green Paper to address the well-being of children and 

young people from birth to age 19 (Department for Children Schools and Families, 

2003). Rugg (1999) reviewed the housing issues of different groups of young 

people in Britain between 16 and 25 years old. In Australia, the Joint Initiative of 

the National Youth Coalition for Housing (NYCH) and The Community Housing 

Federation of Australia (CHFA) examined the feasibility of community housing as 

an option for young people between the ages of 16 and 21 years old in response to 

the difficulties experienced by this population group in accessing appropriate 

longer term housing options (Ling, 2000). Yip and Forrest (2014) conducted a 

study in Hong Kong with regard to the housing choices of young people between 

18-35 years old. Another study was conducted in Hong Kong on housing demand 

which targeted young people aged 18 to 39 (Bauhinia Foundation Research Centre, 

2012). Hence, it is evident that there is no consensual definition of youth, and the 

age range varies between 12 and 39 years old. 

‘Youth’ is a socially constructed concept which differs among cultures. The 

definition of the specific ages of youth also varies across studies (Visser et al., 

2013; Wyn & White, 1997). Apart from setting an age range to the group who is 

being studied, discussions of young people and housing have been carried out by 
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taking into consideration other aspects 17  and evaluated from different 

perspectives. For instance, some academics have examined the housing behaviour 

of young people from the perspective of youth development. Young people may 

experience a period called ‘emerging adulthood’ (Arnett & Tanner, 2006), which 

is signified by leaving the parental home (Beer & Faulkner, 2011). 

Young people and housing can also be viewed in terms of financing of 

housing. For instance, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation commissioned a study on 

young people and housing in the UK, in terms of the factors that affect the 

housing choice of young people between the ages of 16-30 (Clapham et al., 2010). 

Another study was conducted in 2012 which identified the key challenges that 

young people who would be 18–30 years old in 2020 are likely to face (Clapham 

et al., 2012a). 

However, youth is not just a socially constructed identity. First, studies on 

young people and housing have not reached consensus on the age range of ‘young 

people’. After drawing on studies of housing research, only signifiers of ‘young 

people’ are provided for reference purposes. Without a clear cut age marker of 

‘youth’, the question of how ‘youth’ is to be defined remains unanswered. In 

considering the complexity of housing situations, this research therefore uses a 

broad definition of youth based on an age range between 18-34 years old. That is, 

from the age that a person is able to opt for independent living to the upper age 

ceiling found in the many housing studies on young people as identified from the 

literature.  

 

  

                                                 
17 A number of factors have been related to young people and housing in discussions, for 

example, marital status (Mulder, 2003; Henretta, 1987; Myers, 1985), gender (White, 2013; Beer & 
Faulkner, 2011; Wolch & Li, 1997), parenting (Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2010; Leventhal & Newman, 
2010; Roberts, Pollock, Rustamova, Mammadova, & Tholend, 2009; CobbClark, 2008; Kroner, 
2007; Harkness & Newman, 2002; Jones, 2001), housing situation (Visser et al., 2013; Haurin et al., 
1996b), time or age of leaving parental home (Fukuda, 2009; Côté & Bynner, 2008; CobbClark, 
2008; Mandic, 2008; Billari & Liefbroer, 2007; Patiniotis & Holdsworth, 2005; Iacovou, 2002; 
Billari, Philipov, & Baizán, 2001; Jurado Guerrero, 2001; Whittington & Peters, 1996), family 
structure (Winter, 1980), place of residence (Beer & Faulkner, 2011), race (Myers & Lee, 1998), and 
policy implications (McKee, 2012). 
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3.2. Young People and Housing  
 

In order to gain a better understanding of young people and the relevant 

issues in their construction of housing discourses, this section will provide an 

overview of the factors that affect their housing tenure (see Figure 1). An 

examination of the factors will provide insights into the formation of housing 

discourses of young people in accordance with their tenure situation. 

Figure 1 Overview of Section 3.2 

 
 

This section will describe the factors that possibly influence when young 

people will leave the parental home and their tenure choice. The factors are 

categorised at the macro- and micro-levels. Factors at the macro-level include 

relevant policies (for example, mortgage, welfare and tax policies) and local 

housing market circumstances (for example, housing price, rent, availability of 

housing stock). The factors at the micro-level include life course events, parental 

socio-economic characteristics, educational background, financial stability and 

other factors. These factors contribute to this research by providing information 

Factors that Influence Young 
People’s Housing Different Types of Tenures 

Macro Factors 
 Policies ( e.g. McKee, 2012) 
 Market circumstances 
(e.g. Haurin, Hendershott, & Wachter,
1996b) 
 
Micro Factors 
 Life course event  
(e.g. Beer & Faulkner, 2011) 
 Parental socio-economic

characteristics  
(e.g. Mulder & Smits, 1999) 
 Wealth and income 
(e.g. Wolch & Li, 1997) 
 Education background 
(e.g. Beer, 1999) 
 Perception of parental home and

neighbourhood  
(e.g. Visser, Bolt, & van  
Kempen, 2013) 
 

Parental home (e.g. Mandic, 2008) 

Public Rentals (e.g. Jacobs & Manzi, 
2013)  

Owner-occupied (e.g. Drew, 2013b) 

Private Rentals (e.g. Batten, 1999) 

Cooperatives (e.g. Minora, Mullins, & 
Jones, 2013) 

Homelessness (e.g. Quilgars, Johnsen, 
& Pleace, 2008) 
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on what contributes to young people’s housing situation. They will eventually 

inform the research on how young people from different backgrounds construct 

housing discourses. 

 

3.2.1. Factors at Macro-Level 
 

The views and experiences of those who are navigating the housing market, 

and attractiveness of particular housing tenures at particular times are shaped by 

housing policies (McKee, 2012). Due to the economy and labour market 

restructuration at the macro level, young people are now hardly able to achieve 

financial independence at an early age (Beer & Faulkner, 2011). Meanwhile, the 

bureaucratic allocation criteria of public housing do not prioritise young people. 

Young people have no choice but to turn to the private sector (McKee, 2012). This 

is a polarised housing situation where young people have lost the ability to own 

their own home (Wolch & Li, 1997). Studies show that welfare, housing and 

financial policies are all relevant to the housing choice of young people. Beer and 

Faulkner (2011) suggested that young people in the north-eastern countries of 

Europe delay in leaving the parental home partly due to restricted social welfare. 

A study by Clapham et al. (2010) identified seven key drivers that are likely to 

influence the housing options of young people in the UK in the next ten years. 

One of them is that “...(the) proposed changes to welfare benefits will have a 

detrimental impact on the housing circumstances of young people over the next 

ten years” (Clapham et al., 2010, p. 4) or the elimination of social welfare housing 

for youths.  

On the supply side of the housing market, both housing stock and housing–

related support services influence the housing decision of young people. Henretta 

(1987) suggested that opportunities do not have the economic trade-off 

implications of cost, but still have a strong effect on purchase and may influence 

family behaviour. Clapham et al. (2010) pointed out that the reduction in social 

housing supply and housing-related services in the UK will significantly influence 

the housing options of young people over the next decade. 

Without the support of housing policies, the housing market circumstances 

(house price and rent level in particular) are the major concerns of young people. 
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High house prices significantly delay leaving or encourage return to the parental 

home (Ermisch, 1999). It also encourages young adults to postpone household 

formation and home purchase (Beer, 1999). House prices are relative to personal 

income, inflation rate and the calculation of capital gain. The effects of variation in 

cost over location are difficult to interpret. The real cost is determined by the 

specific period examined. However, there is a difference in real (cash; based on one 

point in time) and actual costs (actual amount spent) (Henretta, 1987). Even if some 

young people are not ready to commit to homeownership (Stone, 1998), the 

availability of mortgage financing has a positive impact on the rate of 

owner-occupation among youths (Öst, 2012; Haurin, Hendershott, & Kim, 1994). 

Earlier work in the literature has already been pointed out that lender borrowing 

constraints are one of the determinants of homeownership (Haurin, Hendershott, & 

Wachter, 1996a). Engelhardt, Eriksen, Gale, and Mills (2010) argued that high 

house prices reduce both the tendency to own a home and the rate of the amount 

saved for those who plan to own. As the amount saved is reduced, some potential 

owners then become permanent renters (Haurin et al., 1996b).  

 

3.2.2. Factors at Micro-Level 
 

Young people have delayed moving toward independent housing. Staying in 

the parental home has now become an accepted norm (Beer & Faulkner, 2011). 

This norm has been established due to number of micro-level factors, or more 

specifically, the choice of housing. First, there is the influence of life course 

events. According to the life course perspective, young people have unique needs in 

different stages of their life. Marriage and parenthood are two of the apparent 

primary factors that are discussed in relation to young people or young household 

homeownership. Beer and Faulkner (2011) commented that marriage is still the 

strongest influence on the age of leaving home, but added that the importance of 

partnership formation in the younger generation is declining. Haurin et al. (1996b) 

studied youth homeownership in the US and found that first ownership is correlated 

with the year of marriage. It was observed that significant wealth accumulation 

occurs during the year of home purchase. While the income of the wife is proven to 

be significant on the likelihood of home purchase (Haurin et al., 1996b; Myers, 
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1985), significant wealth accumulation is due to the wealth of two individuals 

together. 

Secondly, the tenure choices of young people are affected by the 

socio-economic characteristics of their parents. The homeownership of parents 

plays a primary role in determining whether their child also becomes a 

homeowner (Öst, 2012; Boehm & Schlottmann, 1999). Socialisation leads to 

particular expectations for housing (Henretta, 1987). The older generation 

participates in a housing socialisation process that demonstrates housing choice to 

the younger generation. If they are homeowners, they create positive images of 

homeownership and negative images of public housing (Rowlands & Gurney, 

2000). Several other recent studies have also shown that there is a correlation 

between parental housing characteristics and those of the younger generation (see 

Di Salvo and Ermisch, 1997; Myers & Lee, 1998; Smits and Mulder, 2008). Apart 

from value influence, inter-generational transmission also includes substantial 

sums of money (Mulder & Smits, 1999). There are strong links between 

inheritance and social class and tenure, and the first purchase takes place at an 

earlier time when a young person has financial support from their family 

(Appleyard & Rowlingson, 2010). Meanwhile, the inter-generational transmission 

effect reinforces inequality. Children of homeowners become homeowners 

automatically, but children of non-homeowners who will not receive a dwelling as 

inheritance, rarely become homeowners. Compared to renters, homeowners are 

more likely to help their children financially with homeownership (Helderman, 

Mulder, & Ham, 2004). Some family members who are homeowners even draw 

down their own housing equity to help the younger generation in securing a 

mortgage (McKee, 2012). 

Thirdly, young people need financial stability to sustain housing expenses. 

Increased number of years of saving money or the number of income earners in the 

household, such as the wife who is also earning an income, increases the 

likelihood of achieving homeownership (Stone, 1998; Myers, 1985). Whether 

young people can accumulate sufficient wealth to pursue independent living 

depends on their desire (Haurin et al., 1996b). The challenge of saving enough 

wealth is not only due to high rent or house prices, but also falling incomes (Wolch 

& Li, 1997). Wealth accumulation depends on the balance of expenditures and 
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savings. For example, long-term private renters suffer from higher real housing 

costs in the long run which is unfavourable for wealth accumulation, yet the 

housing cost of home owners are reduced over their life-time (Stone, 1998). 

Employment is the key influence on housing options (Clapham et al., 2010). 

Employment insecurity slows down the pace toward realising independent living 

(Lersch & Dewilde, 2013; Beer, 1999; Wolch & Li, 1997). Some youths will not 

opt for home purchase because they need a tenure that is flexible for work. This is 

because homeownership requires a long term commitment (Stone, 1998). Also, the 

growth of wealth is not a result of homeownership; instead, the desire for 

homeownership leads young people to accumulate wealth (Engelhardt et al., 2010; 

Haurin et al., 1996b; Yoshikawa & Ohtaka, 1989).  

Thirdly, the education background of young people has implications on their 

income level in the long run. It is anticipated that higher education is linked to 

higher income in the future (Henretta, 1987). However, a longer education career 

will also delay or constrain young people from moving toward independent living. 

Higher education also encourages young people to postpone household formation 

(Beer, 1999). In addition, increases in student debt levels delay the first-time 

homeownership transition of young people (Andrew, 2010). 

Finally, other factors that affect young people’s housing include subjective 

perception of the present situation, and neighbourhood and security. The 

formation of subjective perception is influenced by discourse, either through 

discursive or non-discursive elements. Research from the Housing 21 Survey in 

Australia showed that young people will leave the parental home due to conflicts 

with family members or simply because they want to live with friends (Beer & 

Faulkner, 2011). The maturity of young people also affects their decision. Leaving 

home means emotional changes. A complex mix of freedom, autonomy, anxiety 

and fear occur when youths first leave home (Beer & Faulkner, 2011). Finally, a 

positive perception of a neighbourhood is associated with the subjective feeling of 

safety (Visser et al., 2013). Therefore, neighbourhood is a factor which should be 

included in the evaluation of tenure choice of youths. 

To summarize, the patterns of housing behaviour can be constructed through 

discourse. This is highlighted in Chapter 2 in that the impact of housing 

discourses, such as stigmatisation of tenants with housing debt, influences the 
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tenure preference of young people. In terms of international experience, young 

people are less likely to be home occupiers mainly due to financial concerns. 

Nevertheless, despite economic constraints, they still find homeownership 

attractive. In this research on the housing discourse of young people, the 

homeownership discourse is expected to have dominance. However, the focus of 

this research is on how such a discourse is formed and sustained. The factors 

addressed in this section inform the sampling (see Chapter 3). These factors 

provide references for understanding the diverse discourses revealed in the 

research findings (presented in Chapters 5 and 6).  
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3.3. Young People and Discourse 
 

Discourses about young people or even the concept of youth itself have 

become individualised in late modernity. Young people are facing similar 

circumstances as those in a “risk society”18, however, the problems are addressed 

by using personalised solutions. If ‘young people’ or ‘youth’ is a stage of life, 

what are their common discourses? However, as mentioned earlier, there is a lack 

of commonly agreed definitions of ‘young’ or ‘youth’. Another challenge is that 

the discourses on young people are also relative to the discipline. Five areas of 

‘young people discourses’ or ‘youth discourses’ have been identified. These 

discourses on young people will serve as the background for further discussions of 

the housing discourse of young people in this research. 

In a review of the discourse studies on young people, it was found that the 

studies have attempted to explain for the behaviour of young people and their 

development from the perspective of discourses. Similar to housing discourses, 

discourses about young people are multi-dimensional. Five areas are frequently 

used by academics which provide different lenses to examine discourses in this 

research study. 

First, there is the discourse that associates young people with risk. In the 

construction of ‘risk discourses’, the role of the media has also been highlighted 

(Pe-Pua, 1996). Young people are considered as either “at risk” or “as a risk” 

(Wyn & White, 1997). The latter discourse’ emphasises identifying the dangers or 

problems that young people must be protected from, thus preventing their 

exclusion from society and ensuring their access to developmental opportunities. 

Young people are also portrayed as the “lost generation” (Daniel & Cornwall, 

1993). The lost generation points to youth who have no direction in life which is 

because society has changed and marginalised them, and they are the victims. This 

is partly why youths are considered to be a problem. A study on social exclusion 

published in 2003 described youth as “a period in the life course characterised by 

                                                 
18 Beck (1992) argued that modernisation will lead to a ‘world risk society’, which refers to a 

world of uncertainty. In applying this concept to studies on young people, Blasco (2010) indicated 
that “the processes of transition for young people are no longer linear but de-standardized, 
precarious and also dependent on the young individuals’ own decisions” (p. 179). 
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rapid and dramatic individual change on many fronts” (Social Exclusion Unit, 

2001) and that young people are facing particular risks. Risk factors include those 

traditionally associated with poverty and youth, limited access to education and 

employment, early pregnancy, crime, etc. (Edwards, 2010).  

Risk discourse considers young people as a problematic subject (Johnson, 

1993). The media plays a part in the discursive construction of the discourse 

related to young people, such as linking them to violence and crime, and being a 

threat to society. Pe-Pua (1996) argued that some of the phrases often used by the 

media or even researchers are not appropriate, for example, the term ‘homeless’ is 

used to describe a group of young people without family support. She is critical of 

the simplistic connotations of complex issues and the negative effects that they 

bring onto young people which are not considered to be necessary. Media 

presentations and representations of youth have socially constructed the nature of 

their ‘delinquency’, and involvement in ‘crime’ and other types of social 

phenomena (Wyn & White, 1998). 

Second, there is the discourse that explains the behaviour of young people 

from a cultural perspective. The discourse on culture refers to the cultural 

dimensions for understanding the values and behaviours of young people. Under 

the notion of multiculturalism, young people should not be manipulated to accept 

the cultural values of the majority (Helve, 2006). From the perspective of 

generation theorists, young people are forced to change which only comprises a 

gentle threat to society and will do no harm to the established order (Jones, 1988). 

However, the negative image given by adults or the general public through the 

popular media is associated with a “culture of cruelty” (Giroux, 1994, p. 25). This 

type of discourse is identified with the 'moral panic' generated by the media. (Wyn 

& White, 1997). Early in the 1960s, youth culture was already considered as a 

significant threat to society. Moral panics, as described by Cohen (1972), are 

about the violent or disruptive behaviours of youth. Young people were 

considered a threat to society, which not only implies physical threats, but also 

threats to values. However, this was because young people wanted to achieve 

self-fulfilment and find ways to identify with one another through the 

consumption of goods, especially fashion (Furlong & Cartmel, 1997).  

In neoliberal societies, cultural theorists have argued that young people are 
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not threats, but instead, have hope or aspirations that reflect ‘middle-class’ values 

and norms (Bishop & Willis, 2014). “Youth culture do not reflect the relative 

rebelliousness of young people, but rather the often creative ways in which young 

people interpret the structural and cultural changes that around them” (Miles, 

2000, p. 64). 

Then, there is the discourse that focuses on agency and the identity formation 

of young people. Habermas (1975, p. 74) argued that “identity is produced 

through socialization, that is, through the fact that the growing child first of all 

integrates itself into a specific social system by appropriating symbolic 

generalities; it is later secured and developed through individuation, that is, 

precisely through a growing independence in relation to social systems”. This 

leads to the discussion of the influence of structure-agency on young people. 

Supporters of the influence of structure argue that the concept of agency is 

ambiguous or even a ‘black box’. This is because social class remains an 

important structural factor that shapes the lives of young people, but also tends to 

reproduce structural inequalities (Coffey & Farrugia, 2013). On the contrary, 

Woodman (2009) observed that young people in late modernity, portrayed as 

individualists, are free to create their own identity as the importance of class has 

declined. Young people are subject to the interplay between structure and agency 

during their development; that is, pre-existing opportunity structures and 

transitional experiences which shape their identity, including self-concept and 

orientation to action (Roberts, 2003).  

The fourth area is the discourse on sexuality and maturation of young people 

which focus on their physical and mental development. Youth is a stage of 

uncertainty and easily disrupted (Johnson, 1993). The sexuality and maturation of 

young people form part of the discourses frequently found in the literature, such 

as sexual health (Wray, Ussher, & Perz, 2014), young people's experiences with 

sexual content (Chronaki, 2013), media reorientation of sex (Ross & Coleman, 

2011; Devlin, 2003), sexually marginalised youth (Logan & Buchanan, 2008; De 

Castell & Jenson, 2006), and teenage maternity (De Carvalho, 2007). Although 

direct links between these discourses and housing have yet to be identified, 

sexuality and maturity could possibly explain for why young people are a socially 

excluded group in housing. One possible reason is that immaturity is prolonged 
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due to those who are expected to stay in the parental home or are actually doing so. 

It is also possible to determine the linkage between sexuality and housing by 

determining how sexuality (or gender) impacts young people housing discourses. 

Then there is the discourse on the goals and aspirations of young people. In 

late modernity, life has become a ‘planning project’ (Beck-Gernsheim, 1996). 

Expectations have increased in terms of individual personal development and 

life-projects (Côté, 2002). Hope is also an important concept in the lives of young, 

and as Bishop and Willis (2014, p. 789) who carried out a study on hope and 

young people suggested, young people “have a keen ability and desire to think 

beyond the present and to imagine their future” and “have high and multiple 

hopes”. Their study argued against the dominant conceptualisation of youth which 

considers that young people have not properly considered or planned for the 

future. Their career ambitions, goals and ‘plans’ for the future are an intangible 

part of their transition to adulthood. Discourses on goals and aspirations 

emphasise the plans and actions of young people. However, structural constraints 

cannot be easily overcome.  

In this section, five areas related to young people and discourses have been 

discussed. The discourses on young people highlight the key issues that differ 

from those in Chapter 2. As both are relevant to the study, the examination of 

young people housing discourses form a comprehensive analytical framework 

which incorporates the key aspects from discourses of both housing and young 

people. 
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3.4. Housing and Discourse Research on Young People in Local 
Studies  

 

There has evidently been diversity found in the themes of the discourse of 

young people in Hong Kong, especially in the field of youth studies. Some studies 

are related to discourses about young people. For example, Groves, Siu, and Ho 

(2014) conducted research to examine the shifting representation of youths in 

post-handover Hong Kong. The study compared two youth labels that have 

captured the public’s imagination of the post-80s generation. They argued that a 

growing body of tertiary educated youth has taken up much of the public 

discourse about troublesome youths. Tam (2012) examined the discourses of 

outreach youth workers, which are often subjugated in policy demands and 

agency orientations. Problematic discourses have legitimized a range of policy 

initiatives and social control towards youth at a disadvantage. Hong Kong 

researchers have also conducted a survey on the image of young people from the 

view of the general public. The research results suggested that school-employment 

is an important stage that denotes the transition of young people to adulthood. 

However, youth respondents represented themselves that they are not mature 

enough and sometimes confused about their future path (Hong Kong Research 

Association, 2014). Some studies are discourses of young people. For example, 

Jones (2005) conducted a study on the discourse of youth and drugs, which aimed 

to determine how ‘at-risk’ youths employed various discourses in response to the 

‘authoritative discourses’ of anti-drug television commercials. Another example is 

youth research based on pedagogical discourses. Chan (2006) argued about the 

importance of allowing youths to have a voice. The study promoted the voice of 

youth through media production, which also suggests that youth could construct 

themselves through the process of making videos. However, local research studies 

have yet to cover the discourses about young people and discourse of young 

people in a single study. 

Compared to research conducted in other countries, as discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, the age range of young people is wider in local studies 

of young people and housing. Research conducted by The Federation of Public 

Housing Estates (2008) in 2010 targeted individuals between 18-40 years old, 
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which is their definition of youth. A study conducted by Lingnan University on 

the housing demand of young people targeted residents between 18-39 years old 

(Bauhinia Foundation Research Centre, 2012); thus, they defined youth in that age 

range. 

Yip, Forrest, and La Grange (2007) studied the cohort trajectories of the 

Hong Kong housing systems between 1981 and 2001, and pointed out that young 

people have increasingly turned to homeownership in the past twenty years. Their 

research showed that the proportion of younger public tenants has decreased. 

However, the Hong Kong Housing Authority (HA)19 statistics showed that the 

number of PRH applicants who are 30 years old and under in 2012 are 6 times 

more compared to those in 2008 (Hong Kong Housing Authority, 2012), which 

implies that young people are being further marginalised for the housing market. 

In 2011, The Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups carried out research on 

home purchases in Hong Kong. They interviewed 1063 Hong Kong individuals 

over the age of 18, in which 41% indicated that they bought a flat when they were 

under 30 years old, and another 31% made the purchase between the ages of 31 

and 40, with 33 as the average age of the first time buyer (The Hong Kong 

Federation of Youth Groups, 2010). The research also showed that for 

interviewees whose transition to homeownership takes place at age 34 or younger, 

around 32% received financial assistance from parents or family members to pay 

for their down-payment, and therefore, these individuals are able to purchase a 

home sooner than their counterparts who did not have any financial assistance. 

This echoes similar studies in the Western literature that concern the transition to 

homeownership (Goodwin & Zumpano, 2011; Smits & Mulder, 2008). Parents 

and family members not only offer advice, but more importantly, financial support 

to their children. 

                                                 
19 The Hong Kong Housing Authority (HA) is a statutory body established in April 1973 under 

the Housing Ordinance. The HA provide and in-charge of Public Rental Housing (PRH) from low 
income people. It develops and implements a public housing programme which seeks to achieve the 
Government's policy objective of meeting the housing needs of people who cannot afford private 
rental housing. Approximately 30% of the Hong Kong population is now living in public rental 
housing units. The HA plans, builds, manages and maintains different types of public housing, 
including rental housing estates, interim housing estates, and transit centres. The HA will also offer 
various schemes to promote homeownership through subsidised homeownership flats to qualified 
persons, such as Tenants Purchase Scheme (TPS) and Homeownership scheme. In addition, the HA 
owns and operates some flatted factories and ancillary commercial and other non-domestic facilities 
(Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b). 
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The Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) has conducted several 

surveys in recent years with respect to the local housing market. The findings 

consistently reflect the general public dissatisfaction on existing affordable house 

price levels (Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2012b, 2012a, 2011, 2010). 

Young male adults who are 30 years old and younger with a high education level 

believe that house prices will further increase in the foreseeable future (Chinese 

University of Hong Kong, 2012b). The younger generation also has a negative 

view of private developers. They feel that these developers have neglected 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) and only focus on profit maximisation 

(Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2011). Although some respondents indicated 

that the government should subsidise newly-wedded couples to purchase their first 

flat, more respondents supported the provision of subsidies to low-income 

families (Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2010). Yip (2012) further added that 

the government should develop new policy initiatives to assist young people.  

Yip and Forrest (2014) analysed census data from 1981 to 2011 to review the 

housing situation of young single person households in Hong Kong. In their study, 

they conducted a survey with 1000 young people between the ages of 18 to 35 and 

in-depth interviews with young people from various backgrounds. They argued 

that solo-living among young people in Hong Kong seems to be exceptionally low 

in comparison to other affluent cities. They explained that the reason may be due 

to cultural and economic factors in the local context. The study suggested that the 

younger generation may have a higher economic status than their parents, yet 

economic constraints are probably the major reason that account for their late 

departure from the parental home (Li, 2014b). The study conducted by Castro 

Campos et al. (2016) drew a similar conclusion that young people are dependent 

on parental support in order to access housing. Li (2014a) also revealed that 

co-habitation of young people is not common, because familism still plays a 

salient role in the housing tenure of young people. From his research sample, Li 

(2014a) concluded that young people would rather ‘sacrifice’ their individualism 

than move out to share a unit with their friends. Strong family ties, the norm of 

staying with parents until marriage, a greater degree of financial dependence on 

parents in exchange for more independence in terms of lifestyle and attitude, are 

key cultural and institutional elements that account for the longer co-residence of 
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the younger generation with their parents (Forrest & Yip, 2013). The housing 

choices and the possible reasons for these choices made by young people are 

related to their parental home, homeownership and solo living (with housing 

tenure not clearly identified). The difficulties of young people in purchasing a 

home, and factors facilitating their home purchase and their attitudes towards the 

homeownership markets and the property developers are examined. The views of 

young people in these various aspects were also taped. Nevertheless, the lack of 

studies on the housing discourse of and by young people, not to mention the 

interaction between this two types of discourses in a single study, are evident in 

local studies. Moreover, local studies will help in reflecting on the housing 

discourse of and by young people in this study. 
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3.5. Discussion 
 

Six key aspects have been observed through the literature review of this 

chapter. 

First, there is the absence of ‘housing discourse of young people’. In both 

discourse studies and housing studies on young people, neither attempted to 

explore this topic. In a review on the discourse about young people, housing is 

only one of the many factors in the transition of young people to adulthood. In the 

review of young people who are moving towards independent housing, the major 

arguments arise from life course perspective which means that the housing 

situation of young people is a passive reaction to major life events (such as 

employment, marriage and child-bearing). Another argument mentioned in the 

literature is associated with the financial situation of young people. However, the 

literature has not addressed the construction of the concept of housing by young 

people. Their decision to move towards independent living, including when and 

how they will be able to do so, is a gap which this research will fill. 

In a review of housing discourse studies, young people are one of the groups 

affected by discourses. Therefore, this research will identify a housing discourse 

that is unique to young people. Both macro and micro factors can lead to 

supporting information of this research and should be addressed in this research of 

local housing discourse of young people. 

Second, the discourse discussion should take into consideration the 

interaction between structure and agency. There has been increasing interest in the 

interaction between structures and individual forces (Giddens, 1984). Housing 

discourse studies therefore need an approach that integrates agency and structural 

aspects (Clapham, 2003) because “structure versus agency explanations” are too 

simplistic (Neale, 1997). Young people are developing their own agency, but there 

are external influences throughout this development (Cieslik & Pollock, 2002). 

Socialisation, information, culture, education, training, values, lifestyle and so on 

and so forth are all variables that coexist in the development process (Giroux, 

1994, p. 284). In late modernity, problems and issues are no longer addressed with 

collective solutions. Individuals have to resolve all of these on their own (Beck, 

1992). This argument reveals the complexity and contradicting nature of young 
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people and housing discourses. On the one hand, young people should be 

responsible or are expected to be responsible for their own housing needs and 

solve their housing problems. On the other hand, they are expected to look to their 

family of origin in fulfilling housing needs. The unravelling of the interplay 

between structure and agency is needed to investigate the transitions involved in 

all areas of the lives of young people (Roberts, 2003). Individualisation is 

considered as setting agency free from the constraints of structure; however, it is 

also a highly dialectical process that needs to take into consideration structural 

and cultural constraints (Vandenberghe, 1999). In this chapter, it is noted that both 

agency and structural factors should be addressed in studies on housing discourses 

of young people, and these inform this research work. Individual interpretations of 

discourses, or how they make meaning to a discourse which leads to future actions, 

are grounded in the structural context. 

Third, the five areas of housing discourses identified in Chapter 2 share some 

common themes with discourse about young people. Based on the review, housing 

discourse and discourse about young people share three common themes, 

including construction of identity, affordability, and problems of housing issues. 

The first common theme is the construction of the identity of young people. 

Discourses on the identity of young people suggest that they could make choices 

and actively construct their own identity in the face of any given structural 

constraint. Housing consumption is an indicator of personal achievement, lifestyle 

and taste (Kenna, 2008). However, the ‘prolonged youth’ syndrome prevents life 

stage transitions, such as finishing education, gaining employment, moving 

toward independent living, etc. (Tomanović & Ignjatović, 2006). The second 

common theme is related to the issues of affordability. Affordability is a common 

or even almost universal issue that young people encounter, so that marriage and 

having children are risky actions (Roberts, 2006). Affordability in the housing 

discourse points to the impoverished who have become invisible resultant of the 

discourse. This also applies to young people, as they are regarded as having 

financial instability. The third common theme regards the problemisation of 

housing issues. The association of young people and risk in this discourse echoes 

the pathological discourse on housing. The overlaps of discourse in these two 

areas indicate that young people are possibly being problemised. Young people 
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are considered to be problematic in two ways. First, they are considered to be 

unwilling or incapable of transitioning to independent living. So they delay their 

transition out of their parental home (Beer, 1999). Second, young people are 

considered to be the cause of social problems, as they have financial, emotional or 

accommodation problems (Stone, 1998). Since young people are considered to be 

problematic, they might be also framed as trouble-makers when they voice their 

housing needs. 

Fourth, the discourse about young people should cover both discursive and 

non-discursive elements (a detailed discussion on the non-discursive elements will 

be presented in Chapter 4). The influence of discursive elements, or text and 

speech, has been addressed in discourse studies on young people and housing. 

However, in identifying the various factors that affect young people’s housing, 

researchers suggest that favourable structural factors facilitate young people’s 

housing. These factors, which are non-discursive elements, also contribute to the 

variations in housing discourses. Informed by the discourse of affordability in 

housing studies and discourse on identity in youth studies, young people of a 

certain social class are found to have more supports. The supports consist of 

financial help during their education endeavours, provision of housing, assistance 

in starting an independent household and help with childcare. Governments now 

recognise that the family has significance which lends privileges to the family in 

policy designs (Sumbadze & Tarkhan-Mouravi, 2006). Thus, in terms of the 

factors and challenges revealed in the literature, this research includes structural 

factors like family as well as the perception of young people on life events. 

Fifth, there are two different types of discourses with regard to young 

people’s housing. The discourses of young people contribute to the development 

of ‘societal housing discourses’ and ‘young people housing discourse’. The former 

refers to housing discourse about young people while the latter refers to housing 

discourse constructed by young people. As revealed by the discourses on young 

people, the viewpoint of the discussion is that from an outsider’s point of view, for 

example, the ‘youth at risk’ and ‘youth as risk’ discourses. The major difference in 

the two types of ‘risk’ is that the former discourse is viewed from the interest of 

young people whereas the latter is viewed from the interest of society. Discourses 

on young people play a part in the construction of their reality. Another example is 
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the discourse on goals and aspiration. It is suggested that young people have no 

plans for their life, but a study conducted by Bishop and Willis (2014) argued 

against this stance. In the formation of the discourse of young people, societal 

housing discourses are probably different from housing discourses related to 

young people, as found in the work by Stamou (2013); Devlin (2003); and 

Bessant (1993). Stamou (2013) argued that social practices (such as text in the 

media) is controlled by adults, which will reproduce established meanings of 

youth from an outsider (adult) perspective. Wyn and White (1997) highlighted the 

popular conceptions of youth and the role of the mass media in conceptualising 

the images of youths. Negative images, which victimise young people, seem to be 

common worldwide; however, the productive side of young people is seldom 

revealed. However, there are studies that reflect on the voice of young people 

(Bishop & Willis, 2014; Spencer, 2013; Chan, 2006). It is found that some of the 

positions experienced and expressed by young people may not be reflected in the 

existing text, while some of the positions reflected in the existing text may not be 

derived from young people (Chan, 2006). The interaction between discourses 

about young people and discourses from young people should be considered in 

order to gain a better understanding of the discourses that surround young people. 

As mentioned in the discourse of young people that associates young people with 

risk, the media plays a role in framing and delivering discourses on them. 

Meanwhile, discourses by young people are less likely to be addressed. Therefore, 

this research will also address housing discourse with both a general perspective 

and that of young people. 

Finally, discourses on the situations of young people proliferate and are 

propagated to the public through the media. The role of the media in constructing 

and reproducing discourses about young people has been mentioned in a number 

of studies (see for example, Stamou, 2013; Ross & Coleman, 2011; Devlin, 2003; 

Pe-Pua, 1996).This research also incorporates text from the media in order to 

provide a better understanding of societal housing discourses on young people. 

The above observations for this research, together with the observations in 

Chapter 2, form a strong knowledge based study. The two chapters reveal the key 

theoretical perspectives and research studies conducted in the concerned areas; 

multidimensional facets of discourse; influence of structure-agency; the role of 
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media in discourse; and the differences and similarities of discourses between 

young people and non-young people. More importantly, the complexities of young 

people’s housing require a research approach that can systematically analyse how 

the different aspects work together as a discourse. Therefore, a critical approach is 

considered appropriate for this research study.  

 

  



 

57 

 

3.6. Conclusion 
 

This chapter starts with a definition of young people in Section 3.1, and finds 

that the concept of ‘young people’ varies among the different housing and youth 

studies. For the purpose of this research work on young people’s housing in the 

local context of Hong Kong, young people are defined as those in the age group of 

18-34 years old.  

Sections 3.2 and 3.3 address two areas of the literature that are related to 

young people. The housing discourse of young people, which is the central theme 

of this research study, lacks detailed discussion in the literature. A review of the 

literature on young people, housing and discourse in Chapter 2 and these two 

sections of Chapter 3 broadly form the basis for analysing discourse in this study. 

Due to the absence of research work on housing discourses on young people, 

Section 3.2 focuses on literature related to the housing situation of young people. 

Consequently, a list of micro and macro factors that affect the housing behaviour 

of young people have been identified.  

Section 3.4 is a literature review of young people, housing and discourse in 

the local context. It is found that there is a paucity of housing discourses of young 

people, which is the central theme of this research study, in the local literature to 

date. Housing research related to young people have been the focus of academics 

but they do not incorporate discourse. These include for example, studies by the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong (2012b, 2012a, 2011, 2010), and most show 

that young people are facing housing problems which are associated with 

homeownership.  

In this study, how society constructs the housing discourse of young people 

is one of the dimensions that will be examined. Another goal of this research is to 

reveal the ways that young people are encouraged to put forth individualised and 

personal planning in the given structural context. The study expects to find out 

how young people construct their discourses. In addition, this research work will 

examine the dialectical interaction between structural and agency factors; 

discursive and non-discursive elements; and the discourses of young people and 

non-young people, so as to address the research gap identified in youth and 

discourse studies as well as youth and housing discourse studies.
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Chapter 4 Context, Methodology and 
Methods  

 

The primary goal of this study is to explore ‘young people housing 

discourses’ in the context of Hong Kong. The secondary goal is to examine the 

reason why specific discourses continue and their impacts. To address these goals, 

this chapter which focuses on the context, methodology and methods is divided 

into four sections. Section 4.1 provide a brief introduction on the housing situation 

and socio-economic characteristics of young people in Hong Kong. Section 4.2 is 

a discussion of the methodology, including the key concepts of discourses within 

social constructionism. Following that is presentation of the research design 

which is based on the CDA; that is, specifically, the dialectical-relational version 

of CDA (Fairclough, 2009) and its application to housing research. The stated 

research aims and the research questions guide the research. Section 4.3 is a 

discussion on the methods and characteristics of the sample. In this research, three 

types of data are triangulated. Section 4.4 highlighted five important 

considerations that are relevant for the validity and reliability of qualitative 

research. Section 4.5 concludes with a note on ethical issues and how the 

limitations of this study are addressed.  

 

4.1. Social and Economic Characteristics of Hong Kong 
 

The terms in the 2011 census reports published by the Census and Statistics 

Department (Census and Statistics Department, 2012) are used as a reference, in 

which type of housing is defined as the nature of the accommodation. The 

different types of housing include: public rental housing20, subsidised sales flats21, 

                                                 
20 Public rental housing (PRH) refers to all public rental housing units (Census and Statistics 

Department, 2012). PRH is for those “who cannot afford adequate accommodation in the private 
market have the opportunity to have access to decent, affordable housing” (Government of the 
HKSAR, 2002). 

21 Subsidised sales flats, also called “subsidised home ownership housing”, includes flats built 
under the “Home Ownership Scheme” (HOS), “Middle Income Housing Scheme”, “Private Sector 
Participation Scheme”, “The Buy or Rent Option” and “The Mortgage Subsidy Scheme”, and public 
rental flats sold under the “Tenants Purchase Scheme” (TPS) of the Hong Kong Housing Authority. 
They also include flats built under the “Flat-for-Sale Scheme” and “Sandwich Class Housing 
Scheme” of the Hong Kong Housing Society. Subsidised sales flats that can be traded in the open 
market since 2002, are excluded. 
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and private permanent22, non-domestic23 and temporary housing24. The figure in 

Table 4-1 shows the proportion of domestic households who are living in different 

types of housing in the past decade. In 2011, on average, around 30.5 per cent live 

in PRH units, around 16 per cent in subsidised sales flats, around 45.5 per cent in 

private residential flats, and around 8 per cent in other types of quarters, that is, 

non-domestic or temporary quarters. The distribution of household in accordance 

with tenure has remained constant over the past decade.  

Table 4-1 Domestic Households by Type of Housing/Quarters, 2001, 2006 and 2011 

Year 2001 2006 2011 2001 2006 2011 

Type of Housing/Quarter Domestic Households Domestic Households (%) 

Public rental housing units 628,167 690,788 720,892 30.59% 31.03% 30.43%

Subsidised sale flats 319,473 362,439 377,615 15.56% 16.28% 15.94%

Private residential flats 926,650 998,463 1,073,788 45.13% 44.84% 45.33%

Other quarters in private permanent 
housing 144,803 151,489 169,194 7.05% 6.80% 7.14%

Non-domestic quarters 7,161 5,281 8,396 0.35% 0.24% 0.35%

Temporary quarters 27,158 18,086 18,911 1.32% 0.81% 0.80%

Total 2,053,412 2,226,546 2,368,796 100% 100% 100% 
Generated through the Census and Statistics Department Interactive Data Dissemination Service  

 

4.1.1. Housing Situation of Hong Kong Young People 
 

Although the government has encouraged homeownership through various 

subsidised schemes (see Appendix VII), for example, the Home Ownership 

Scheme (HOS), Tenants Purchase Scheme (TPS), and Home Assistance Loan 

Scheme (HALS), little progress has been made since the housing reform in 2002. 

Recently, the HA has been reselling surplus housing under the HOS which has 

                                                 
22 Private permanent housing refers to all private residential flats; all villas/bungalows/modern 

village houses; all simple stone houses/traditional village houses; and all units of staff quarters 
(Census and Statistics Department, 2012). 

23  According to the definition Census and Statistics Department (2012), there are two 
categories in non-domestic housing. The first category refers to quarters that include all units of 
accommodations in non-residential buildings (such as commercial and industrial buildings). The 
second category refers to collective living quarters, which include all units of accommodations (such 
as rooms and beds) in psychiatric and convalescent hospitals, infirmaries, penal institutions, elderly 
homes, boys' and girls' homes, religious houses, hotels, hostels and dormitories (such as those for 
university students). 

24 Temporary housing includes public and private temporary housing. Roof-top structures, 
contractor's matsheds, nissen huts, huts and places not intended for residential purposes (such as 
landings, staircases, corridors, etc.) and vessels are also grouped under this category (Census and 
Statistics Department, 2012). 
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generated a positive response from the general public, and consequently, the 

government has reconsidered the HOS and launched a new scheme called “My 

Home Purchase Scheme”. However, this new scheme has just started and it takes 

time (a few years) to build the flats. Therefore, young people still have very few 

options for homeownership and eventually, most will need to turn to the private 

market. Private rental housing is considered a marginalised tenure, and the 

government policies have facilitated a decline in the private rental market in Hong 

Kong (La Grange & Pretorius, 2002). If young people are not welcomed in 

subsidised housing, yet the private rental market does not seem to be a good 

alternative, so how will young people in Hong Kong meet their housing needs? A 

sustained and long-term increase in new housing supply is essential in responding 

to the housing aspirations of young people as noted in the west (Clapham et al., 

2012a). The transition to independent living amongst the younger cohorts has 

been driven by a diverse array of processes as well (Beer & Faulkner, 2011). 

However, young people in Hong Kong appear to be left without any options. 

Although most young people have relatively unstable income compared to 

their predecessors who are more established in their career, they can still decide 

on their tenure of accommodation, especially those who receive family support. 

Tenure of accommodation refers to “the terms or conditions under which the 

accommodation is held by a domestic household” (Census and Statistics 

Department, 2013, p. 26). Owner-occupied25, rental26 and rent free27 are the three 

primary types of tenures in Hong Kong. It is more affordable to live in PRH, 

which offers more space than private rental housing for the same amount of rent 

(Li, 2014a). The challenge for young people is that there is little hope of 

becoming a PRH tenant because of the QPS. Therefore, they resort to other 

options. For instance, a study with regard to the housing of single young people in 

Hong Kong indicated that a high proportion of young singles who are between 15 

and 24 years old are living in non-residential buildings (Yip & Forrest, 2014). 
                                                 

25 Owner-occupied refers to a household who owns the quarters in which they are occupying. It 
can further be broken down into owner-occupation with mortgage/loan payment or without 
mortgage/loan payment. 

26 Tenant refers to a household who rent the quarters in which they are occupying. Tenants can 
further be broken down into co-, main, and sub-tenants. Third, other refers to rent free households 
and households with accommodations provided by employers. 

27 Rent free households occupy an accommodation for free, with or without the owner’s 
permission. 
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According to Census 2011 (see Table 4-2), there are 797,350 out of 843,171 

young people living with parents. This implies that there are few young people 

who are moving toward independent living under the age of 24. 

Table 4-2 Youths(1) in Domestic Households (Excluding Foreign Domestic Helpers) by Living 
Arrangements and Type of Housing/Quarters, 2011 

Age group / Living 
arrangements 

Type of housing 

Public 
rental 

housing 

Subsid-ize
d home 

ownership 
housing

Private 
perman-en
t housing

Non-domes
tic housing

Temp-orar
y housing 

Total 

15-19 

Living alone 247 109 571 33 33 993 
Living with 
parent(s) only 

157,593 64,139 182,844 328 2,902 407,806 

Living with spouse 
and/or child(ren)(2) 

267 123 314 - - 704 

Others(3) 2,383 1,827 4,973 9 148 9,340 
Sub-total 160,490 66,198 188,702 370 3,083 418,843 

20-24 

Living alone 1,141 353 4,551 261 91 6,397 
Living with 
parent(s) only 

153,000 82,677 151,139 349 2,379 389,544 

Living with spouse 
and/or child(ren)(2) 

3,990 1,376 5,860 56 123 11,405 

Others(3) 3,228 1,783 11,367 302 302 16,982 
Sub-total 161,359 86,189 172,917 968 2,895 424,328 

Total 

Living alone 1,388 462 5,122 294 124 7,390 
Living with 
parent(s) only 

310,593 146,816 333,983 677 5,281 797,350 

Living with spouse 
and/or child(ren)(2) 

4,257 1,499 6,174 56 123 12,109 

Others(3) 5,611 3,610 16,340 311 450 26,322 
Total 321,849 152,387 361,619 1,338 5,978 843,171 

Whole population in 
domestic households 

2 063 405 2,063,405 1,169,725 3,342,873 14,865 6,637,385

 
Note:  
(1) Youth in this table refers to persons ages 15-24 in domestic households, excluding foreign 

domestic helpers. 
(2) Figures include youths living with spouse and/or child(ren), regardless whether they are living 

with parent(s). 
(3) Figures include youths living with person(s) other than parent(s), spouse and child(ren). 
Source: Generated through the Census and Statistics Department Interactive Data Dissemination 
Service 

 

Rental is more commonly adopted tenure of young people in Hong Kong. In 

2001 (see Table 4-3), of the 8,258 young households with the head of the 

household under age 25 and a monthly income less than $10,000, 50.18 per cent 

of the households are rental households. The proportion is similar in other income 

groups with a household head under the age of 25. For those between 25 -44, 

lower income households are more likely to remain as rental households, and 
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higher income groups become owner-occupiers. In 2011, the proportion of rental 

households of various income groups with a household head under the age of 25 

remained at around 60 per cent. However, the high income group between 25 and 

44 years old were less likely to become owner-occupiers in compare with the 

same income group in previous years. Some 72.3 per cent of those with a monthly 

income less than $10,000 were living in rental housing in 2011 (62.63 per cent for 

the same group in 2001); 35.15 per cent with a monthly income of $40,000 and 

over were living in rental housing in 2011 (22.95 per cent for the same group in 

2001). 

Table 4-3 Tenure of Accommodation by Monthly Income and Age of Household Head, 2001, 2006 
and 2011 

Year 
Age of Household Head Under 25 25 - 44 

Monthly Income < 10,000
10,000 –
< 20,000

20,000 –
< 40,000

40,000 and
over 

< 10,000
10,000 – 
< 20,000 

20,000 – 
< 40,000 

40,000 and
over 

2001 

Rental Household 
No. 4,144 6,139 3,287 767 70,034 123,041 74,593 45,063 
% 50.18 61.14 50.32 51.34 62.63 51.26 27.08 22.95 

Owner-occupied 
No. 2,227 2,861 2,781 646 35,785 109,318 184,742 138,695
% 26.97 28.49 42.58 43.24 32.00 45.54 67.06 70.63 

Other 
No. 1,887 1,041 464 81 6,008 7,684 16,153 12,623 
% 22.85 10.37 7.10 5.42 5.37 3.20 5.86 6.43 

Total Domestic Households 
No. 8,258 10,041 6,532 1,494 111,827 240,043 275,488 196,381
% 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 

2006 

Rental Household 
No. 6,251 4,915 1,754 542 80,525 98,729 62,722 40,266 
% 61.00 64.32 55.42 60.09 64.60 52.55 32.91 31.57 

Owner-occupied 
No. 3,002 2,257 1,262 308 38,585 82,383 115,302 78,563 
% 29.29 29.54 39.87 34.15 30.96 43.85 60.49 61.59 

Other 
No. 994 468 148 51 5,532 6,770 12,591 8,724 
% 9.70 6.13 4.69 5.70 4.44 3.60 6.61 6.84 

Total Domestic Households 
No. 10,248 7,641 3,165 902 124,643 187,883 190,615 127,553
% 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 

2011 

Rental Household 
No. 4,171 4,151 2,934 1,506 61,670 84,408 67,047 62,377 
% 62.66 60.44 52.90 59.48 72.30 59.72 37.19 35.15 

Owner-occupied 
No. 1,859 2,370 2,302 945 20,170 51,770 100,745 102,747
% 27.93 34.51 41.51 37.32 23.65 36.63 55.88 57.89 

Other 
No. 626 346 309 80 3,454 5,153 12,503 12,360 
% 9.41 5.04 5.58 3.18 4.05 3.65 6.93 6.96 

Total Domestic Households 
No. 6,657 6,868 5,546 2,532 85,295 141,332 180,295 177,484
% 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 

Source: Generated through the Census and Statistics Department Interactive Data Dissemination 
Service 
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4.2. Research Methodology 
 

4.2.1. Research Objectives and Research Questions 
 

Young people in Hong Kong are facing a number of challenges in satisfying 

their housing needs. Regardless of the debate on the major causes of the difficult 

current situation that young people are facing, this research aims to explore 

housing discourse from the perspective of young people. The core objectives are, 

first, to identify the housing discourses of young people and, secondly, to examine 

the reaction of young people under the given discourses.  

Due to the absence of empirical studies on the housing discourse of young 

people in Hong Kong, this research will ask a fundamental question that starts 

with asking “what”. The identification of existing discourses in the social context 

here is the major concern of the first research question. 

 

RQ 1: In Hong Kong, what are the housing discourses of young 
people? 

 

From the perspective of young people, what are the housing discourses that 

they adhere to? In terms of their construction and interpretation of reality related 

to housing issues, this research will also explore how individuals negotiate with 

the discourses around them. A number of questions will accompany RQ1 in the 

research. For example, what are the societal housing discourses on young people? 

Are there similarities or differences from the housing discourses that stem from 

the perspectives of young people? Are there similarities or differences in the 

housing discourse by young people who hail from different backgrounds?  

 

RQ 2: Why are specific discourses continued among young people? 
 

The second research question starts with asking “why”. The social 

constructionist approach assumes that discourses should be culturally and 

historically understood (Young & Collin, 2004). The social world is sustained due 

to ongoing human interactions and actions in given structural constraints. This 

research will therefore explore the social process that sustains certain discourses. 
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To examine this issue, this research will take into the consideration both 

discursive and non-discursive elements. This study draws on how Fairclough 

(2010) conceived discourse, in which discursive primarily refers to spoken or 

written language use but also includes “semiotic practice in other semiotic 

modalities such as photography and non-verbal (e.g. gestural) communication” (p. 

92); and non-discursive refers to “material practices, power, social relations, 

institutions/rituals, and beliefs/desires/ values” (p. 400).  

This study also draws on the demographic information of the interviewees, 

and their housing history. Specifically in terms of the former, the information will 

include age, gender, social class (for those who are pursuing independent living), 

family class background (for those who are living with parents), education level, 

as well as marital status and changes. The latter refers to the historical changes in 

the types and locations of housing tenures, sources and changes of the resources 

attained for housing tenures, and the respective reasoning behind choices and 

attitude towards the different housing tenures that the respondents have 

experienced. In addition, their views and attitudes towards the respective roles of 

the public and private sectors, as well as the family institution in catering to their 

housing needs will be explored. 

 

RQ 3: How do young people cope with their housing needs in relation 
to the specific discourses held?  

 

The last research question starts with asking “how”. Most young people in 

Hong Kong are struggling in their transition to independent living. Socially 

constructed knowledge and social actions go together and young people live under 

the given discourse, so this research will explore the implications of discourse on 

the actions of young people in coping with housing issues. Related to this research 

question is the reaction of young people toward housing discourses, such as their 

experiences, reactions and plans for housing, and these will be unravelled. In 

addition, their plans for changing the public policies related to housing will be 

explored. 
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4.2.2. Social Constructionism and Discourse 
 

The traditional paradigm (such as state policy approach, neo-classical 

approach, geographical approach and sociological approaches) are tended to be 

positivistic, in which inability to solve the problems that it so often uncovered 

(Clapham, 2002). This research will adopt a social constructionist approach, 

which facilitates analyses of the relationships among young people, housing and 

the social contexts in which they are embedded. Social constructionism is derived 

from multidisciplinary sources (Young & Collin, 2004), its theoretical orientation 

underpins a number of contemporary approaches in the social science disciplines 

(Burr, 2003). It is suggested that constructionism has already become the 

philosophy of many people, and contemporary societies already work in 

accordance with the logic of social construction (Brinkmann, 2006, p. 93). 

Discourse analysis is a social constructionist approach28 and the most widely used 

approach (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). Although social constructionists also use 

other approaches (Burr, 1995), discourse analysis has been increasingly favoured 

by housing researchers (Marston, 2002). This section will provide a brief 

explanation of the concepts of discourse under social constructionism.  

 

Concept of Discourse Under Social Constructionism 
 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, there is no single simple definition of discourse. 

From a Foucaultian perspective, discourse is ‘regulating how people’s 

subjectivities are coordinated, what can be uttered, what must be excluded, what is 

simply not made present’(Smith, 2005, pp. 17-18). The notion of discourse is 

central for research work on the social construction of knowledge, as it is 

embedded within the social context. Although discourses can be characterised as 

using common sense to see the world (Wooffitt, 2005), social constructionists 

focus on the relationships of all meaning-making activities and social actions 

under specific circumstances, space and time. Discourse is language-in-action 

                                                 
28 There are a number of approaches that comprise so-called “constructionism” (Potter, 1996), 

including: conversation and discourse analyses, ethnomethodology, ethogenics, feminist studies, 
post-structuralism, postmodern political science, rhetoric, reflective ethnography, sociology of 
scientific knowledge, socio-cultural psychology, etc. 
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which is far more complex than the linguistic forms of ‘text’ (Blommaert, 2005). 

The concept of discourse is expanded to incorporate the “non-linguistics” 

(Blommaert, 2005) or “non-discursive” practices. The debate on the distinction 

between discursive and non-discursive should be noted for researching the 

processes of the social construction of discourse.  

The discourse theory found in Laclau and Mouffe (1985, 2001) which is 

based on a poststructuralist perspective of discourse construction states that no 

discourse is a closed entity and therefore it is constantly being transformed 

through contact with other discourses. Therefore, Laclau and Mouffe (2001) 

argued that no distinction between discursive and non-discursive element of 

discourse should be made. It is because objects cannot constitute themselves 

outside of discursive conditions and therefore everything is discourse. The 

instability of language transforms discourse and its meaning through contact with 

other discourses, and therefore, there is no permanently fixed meaning of the 

social world. The distinction between the discursive and the non-discursive is 

therefore rejected (Kolankiewicz, 2012; Carpentier & De Cleen, 2007), and social 

practices are considered as fully discursive in this theory (Jørgensen & Phillips, 

2002). 

Researchers who support the distinction between the discursive and 

non-discursive have made a number of proposals to articulate the non-discursive. 

Herzog (2016, p. 71) challenged Laclau and Mouffe that “no material aspect of 

reality can be understood without discourses”, meanwhile, “every discourse has a 

material character”. Therefore, it is accepted in this research that every discourse 

has a material character. For example, investigating discourse requires attention to 

both action and language (Hanks, 1996). Although Herzog (2016) did not 

subscribe to the distinction, he insisted on the distinction between discourse and 

non-discursive reality for analytical purposes. He explained by saying “everything 

in the basket is fruit does not necessarily mean that everything is the same” 

(Herzog, 2016, p. 72). In this sense, discursive and non-discursive can be 

differentiated and analytically classified.  

A number of academics support the distinction between discursive and 

non-discursive (see Jäger (2001), Wodak (1996), Van Dijk (1995) for example). 

Instead of being analytically different, Fairclough (2010) argued that discursive 
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and non-discursive elements are ontologically different. Discourse (as an abstract 

noun)29 refers to language use conceived as social practice (Fairclough, 2010). 

Fairclough (1992) considered discourse as an element of social practices. Social 

practices consist of four “moments” (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999, p. 61), 

including (1) material activity (specifically non-semiotic, in that semiosis also has 

a material aspect, for example, voice or mark on paper), and (2) social relations 

and processes (social relations, power, institutions); mental phenomena (beliefs, 

values, desires); and discourse (language but also other forms of semiosis). 

Semiotic elements refer to the written and spoken language combined with other 

semiotics (e.g. music in singing), nonverbal communication (e.g. facial 

expressions, body movements, gestures, etc.) and visual images (e.g. photographs, 

film). The discursive (semiotic) and non-discursive (material activity, social 

relations and processes, and mental phenomena) elements are distinctive but the 

two are not discrete (Fairclough, 1992). 

This research will therefore adopt an approach that could facilitate the 

analysis of both discursive and non-discursive element of discourses. There are a 

number of theories that are related to discourse analysis, and Fairclough (1992) 

categorised the types of discourse analyses into critical 30  and non-critical 
31approaches, based on the nature of the social orientation. In reviewing housing 

studies, Hastings (2000) found that over forty housing studies in an international 

context have adopted some form of discourse analysis. The CDA is considered to 

be a critical approach that originated from the critical social theory, which is a 

theoretical framework concerned with how structures and social practices oppress 

and dominate (Mancini, 2011; Horkheimer, 1972). The two founders of the CDA 

are arguably Fairclough (1995a, 1992) and van Dijk (1998, 1990), who were 

particularly concerned with the ideological effects of discourse (Philo, 2007a, 

2007b), and both considered that ideologies play a major role in establishing, 

maintaining, promoting and coordinating social relations with a focus on power. 
                                                 

29 Discourse can consider as count noun, which refers to a way of signifying experience from 
a particular perspective (Fairclough, 2010). 

30 Critical approaches include critical linguistics (Fowler, Hodge, Kress, & Trew, 1979), which 
is the French approach to discourse analysis developed on the basis of the theory of ideology per 
Althusser (Pêcheux, 1982). 

31  Non-critical approaches include the framework by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) for 
describing classroom discourse, conversation analysis based on ethnomethodological work, 
therapeutic discourse (Labov & Fanshel, 1977), and discourse analysis (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). 
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The CDA, informed by the critical theory tradition, has a more socio-political 

emphasis (Marston, 2002). Discourse is just one among the many aspects of social 

practices in the work by Fairclough (details of his approach will be presented in 

the next section). This is because social relations consist of both discursive and 

non-discursive elements (Fairclough, 1992, p. 64). The CDA approaches so far 

seem inclined to fill the gap between theory and practice through the study of 

sociological dimensions in the interpretation of discourse (Khafaga, 2017). 

Due to the complexities of social processes, discourse analysis has been 

widely used to advance understanding of various social factors, such as media 

influences (Martin, 2011; Carvalho, 2008; Hunter & Nixon, 1999). As Hastings 

(2000) suggested, housing researchers could investigate new empirical territories 

within the housing field through discourse analysis. A number of housing 

researches have therefore adopted the CDA for discourse analysis (see Chapter 2). 

Jacobs (2006) stated that the CDA informed by Fairclough better suits research 

that emphasise the recursive relationship between language and power. A critical 

view of ideologies by using the CDA shows that attention is given to relations of 

power and domination between social groups (Fairclough, 2003). 
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4.3. Methods and Sample Characteristics 
 

4.3.1. Research Design 
 

The commitment to social constructionism in this research will mean that a 

distinct approach is used on the issue of young people’s housing. The social 

constructionist approach is primarily built on the belief that knowledge, groups 

and identity are socially constructed, which are the premises of the CDA. Thus, 

both discursive and non-discursive elements will be taken into consideration in 

the construction of a housing discourse of young people. The previous section 

highlights the features of CDA, and this section will provide a detailed 

explanation of the CDA and the major concerns in conducting a housing research 

by using this approach.  

 

Critical Discourse Analysis  
 

The CDA has established itself internationally over the past three decades; it 

has been widely applied in the social sciences and the humanities for 

cross-disciplinary teaching and research. The CDA is transdisciplinary and 

comprises a range of different approaches (Mancini, 2011), including dispositive 

analysis (Jäger & Maier, 2009), and the sociocognitive (van Dijk, 2009, 1993), 

dialectical-relational (Fairclough, 2009, 2003), discourse historical (Resisigl & 

Wodak, 2009; Wodak, 2001), social actor (van Leeuwen, 2009, 2005), corpus 

linguistic (Mautner, 2009) and ‘what’s the problem represented to be’ (Bacchi, 

2009) approaches as well as multimodal discourse analysis (Scollon, 2002). A 

transdisciplinary approach can “mobilize() theories and methods from all corners 

of the social sciences and humanities in order to study the ways in which 

linguistic, semiotic, and communicative resources and practices are mobilized in 

social communities to represent and constitute social phenomena” (Angermuller, 

2015, p. 512) 

The CDA can be considered as a school of discourse analysis or paradigm 

characterised by several principles concluded by Wodak and Meyer (2009, p. 3). 

The principles are problem-oriented and thus necessarily interdisciplinary and 
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eclectic. They share a common interest in de-mystifying ideologies and power 

through systemic and retroductable investigation of semiotic data. They make the 

position and interest of the researcher explicit, and self-reflectivity is maintained 

throughout the research.  

According to Fairclough (2005d), the CDA follows the critical realist 

ontological assumptions about the nature of social life. People contribute to 

socially constructed social phenomena through discourse. They live and act within 

their own concepts of the world, and participate in the reproduction and 

transformation of social constructs. Discourses associated with different 

perspectives, relationships, representation of thoughts, feelings, beliefs, etc., can 

co-exist in the same universe at the same time. Fairclough (2003, p. 124) 

emphasised that “[d]iscourses not only represent the world as it is (or rather is) are 

different from the actual world, and tied in to projects to change the world in the 

relationships between different people – they may complement one another, 

compete with one another, one can dominate others, and so forth”. Hence, the 

research design is not to identify the definite housing discourses of young people, 

but rather consider discourses as ways of representing various aspects of the world. 

The relationship between language and power is more complex than a 

unidirectional exercise of power (Watt & Jacobs, 2000).  

The CDA is ‘critical’ because it focuses on the construction of relations of 

domination (Spicer & Fleming, 2001). The CDA is based on a realist social 

ontology, which is used to examine language within an analytically dualist 

epistemology which addresses the analytical concerns of researching relations 

between agency and structure. As discussed in Chapter 3, an approach is needed 

for both youth and housing studies on discourse to examine the interaction 

between structure and agency, and the CDA is a potential means which could 

overcome the simplistic explanations of structure versus agency. Giddens (1984) 

too examined the relationship between structure and agency with his proposition 

of the “duality of structure”; that is, the divide between ‘either/or’ views of social 

life. He emphasised that social practices have both agency and structural 

dimensions, and that social structures are produced and reproduced by human 

agency (Clapham, Franklin, & Saugères, 2000). Similarly, Fairclough (2005d) 

ontologically differentiated between “social structure” and “social process”, and 
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analyses of social processes need to include an analysis of agency. The CDA 

approach by Fairclough, a realist view of discourse analysis, centres on the 

tension between pre-structured objects and social processes. These pre-structured 

objects include both discursive and non-discursive elements. Fairclough (2005d, p. 

942) stated that “‘[d]iscourse’ subsumes language as well as other forms of 

semiosis such as visual images and ‘body language’, and texts (the discoursal 

elements of social events) often combine different semiotic forms (e.g. the texts of 

television characteristically combine language and visual images, and in many 

cases music or various ‘sound effects’). But the use of the ‘term ‘discourse’ …… 

primarily registers a relational way of seeing linguistic/semiotic elements of social 

events and practices as interconnected with other elements” (p. 942). In order to 

reach a better understanding of the complex relations between discursive and 

non-discursive elements, the CDA is applied to analyse the relations between 

these two elements of social processes instead of simply discourse per se. An 

eight-point programme used to define the CDA was put forth by Fairclough and 

Wodak (1997) and summarised by Scollon (2001, p. 141) as follows:  

1. The CDA addresses social problems. 
2. Power relations are discursive. 
3. Discourse constitutes society and culture. 
4. Discourse does ideological work. 
5. Discourse is historical. 
6. The link between text and society is mediated. 
7. Discourse analysis is interpretative and explanatory. 
8. Discourse is a form of social action. 

 

The strength of the CDA is that it shows how language works and makes it 

possible for an analysis to reveal the details of discursive mechanisms. The CDA 

offers great explanatory power in the highly discursive nature of research 

environments (Marston, 2002) and examines the ongoing construction of regimes 

of power (Spicer & Fleming, 2001). At the policy level, the CDA can be used to 

profile power relations and reveal ‘ideological cues’ that facilitate policy change, 

unfold meanings and inform government interventions which have not yet 

received attention in the local context. At the individual level, the CDA is used to 

study the discourses which have the potential to reflect, reproduce and transform 

power relations (Fairclough, 1995a). Fairclough (1995b) focused on the changing 

practices of media discourse in relation to the wider processes of social and 
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cultural changes. Thus, the CDA could help researchers in exploring the language 

of the mass media, as the media has played a role in legitimizing hegemonic social 

practices and unequal power relations (Abdullah, 2014). Given that a central 

component of the CDA is its focus on the role of discourses in the reflection and 

creation of social realities, the power relations between and among individuals 

and social systems can thus become more explicit (Mancini, 2011). 

However, the CDA has its limitations. The CDA is mainly criticized for its 

lack of systematic analysis (Widdowson, 1998), as critical discourse analysts use a 

language that is based on particular theoretical and methodological predilections 

(Billig, 2008). Not all CDA analysts provide detailed explanations of the 

theoretical assumptions behind the social problem of interest (O'Halloran, 2011). 

Some also question the epistemological and ontological foundations of the CDA 

(Widdowson, 2004; Stubbs, 1997), which they claim have not given sufficient 

attention to the features of the immediate context, or texts work in social contexts 

(Breeze, 2011). Although Marston (2002) noted that the CDA is an approach that 

can be readily utilised for the purpose of empirical research, Wodak and Meyer 

(2009) concluded from their review of the CDA that it does not constitute a 

well-defined empirical methodology. They argued that the CDA is “a bulk of 

approaches with theoretical similarities and research questions of specific kind” 

(Wodak & Meyer, 2009, p. 27). They added that there is no specific means of data 

collection and no specific sampling procedures. Given that data collection is the 

process of finding indicators for a particular concept, new questions will then 

consequently arise (Wodak & Meyer, 2009). In attempting to address some of 

these issues, this research work will use a dialectical-relational approach (DRA) to 

the CDA. The approach facilitates research investigation and explains the social 

problems to be address in a systematic way. The emphasis on the dialectical nature 

of discourse analysis will show how text and social practices are articulated 

together within a social context.  
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Application of Dialectical-Relational Approach to CDA 
 

Fairclough (2005d) indicated that critical realism offers a dialectical view of 

structure-agency relationships, and the relationship between discourse and other 

factors, such as social practices and social events. A DRA to CDA will be used 

here. The uniqueness of the DRA is its focus on the dialectical relations between 

semiosis and other social elements in social processes (Fairclough, 2009, p. 166). 

The DRA is “particularly attuned to transdisciplinary research, to working with 

the grain of various bodies of social theory and research…” (Fairclough, 2009, p. 

182). It enables this research work to study the housing discourse of young people 

by taking into consideration other social theories, such as social exclusion and 

youth studies. 

The three discoursal-analytic categories that correspond to discursive and 

non-discursive elements are genre, discourse and style. Genre refers to the 

“semiotic ways of acting and interacting” (Fairclough, 2009, p. 164). Social 

activities that semiotically interact are associated with a distinctive set of genres. 

Discourse, which Fairclough (2012) emphasised as a count noun (can be both 

singular and plural forms), refers to the “semiotic ways of construing aspects of 

the world (physical, social or mental) (Fairclough, 2009, p. 164). Discourses 

represent particular aspects of social life in particular ways; they are also 

identified with different positions or perspectives in accordance with the group 

affiliated by a particular social actor. Style refers to the “identity” or “way of 

being” in relation to its semiotic aspects (Fairclough, 2009, p. 164), so it is partly 

constituted by semiosis. Fairclough (2009) suggested that there are four stages in 

conducting research with the DRA. This research will therefore carry out the 

research work in accordance with these four stages (see Table 4-1).  

Table 4-4 Stages of DRA and corresponding research steps 

Stage Analytical steps 

I. Focus upon a social wrong 
in its semiotic aspect 

1. Identify research questions  
2. Collection of data 
- newspapers and policy papers 
- semi-structured interviews with young people 

II. Identify obstacles to 
addressing the social wrong 

3.  Analysis of Text 
- Analysis of words  
- Analysis of metaphors 
4. Analysis of discourse practices 
- Interdiscursive analysis 
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III. Consider whether the social 
order ‘needs’ the social 
wrong 

5. Analyse social situation in local context and make 
recommendations 

- Compare and contrast societal housing discourses on 
young people and young people housing discourse  

- Analyse contextual influences on societal housing 
discourses on young people  

- Analyse influence of the demographic variables, 
which reflect the differential influence of the social 
context, on the housing discourse held by different 
young people 

- Analyse contextual and discursive (societal housing 
discourses on young people) influence on the 
housing discourse held by young people  

IV. Identify possible ways past 
the obstacles 

Adapted from “A dialectical-relational approach to critical discourse analysis 
in social research”. Fairclough, N. ,2009. 

 

Stage I 

Stage I is the selection of a relevant research topic by identifying a social 

wrong. After a thorough review of the literature (see Chapters Two and Three), a 

research gap is found in young people and housing discourses. Also, it is found 

that young people are in a vulnerable socio-economic position as revealed in 

Chapter 4, which is also a social wrong that needs to be addressed. 

Stage II 

Stage II is the identification of obstacles to address the social wrong. This 

stage focuses on analysing the barriers that prevent resolution of the issues 

(Fairclough, 2009). Data with respect to the two types of housing discourses of 

young people (i.e. societal housing discourses and young people housing 

discourses) will be collected. Data on the former these can be found in 

newspapers and policy documents. Data on the latter will be collected by 

conducting semi-structured interviews with young people to identify housing 

discourses from their perspective, thereby housing discourse by young people. 

This stage also takes into consideration the dialectical relations between semiosis 

and other social elements. Therefore, information on non-discursive elements will 

be incorporated through semi-structured interviews, such as demographic 

information, housing history and housing behaviour of the interviewees (see 

section on sample characteristics below for information on the sample). Finally, 

efforts are made not only to explain about the characteristics of the discourse, but 

also how certain structures of discourse appear in the text in terms of their variety 
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and inter-relationships. 

Stage III 

Stage III considers whether the social order ‘needs’ the social wrong. In this 

stage, researchers are invited to consider the ideology and the power relations 

which are resistant to changes. In the analysis, it is important to combine social 

analysis with semiotic/linguistic analysis. Both linguistic and interdiscursive 

analyses take place in this research work through analyses of policy papers, 

annual sets of news stories and interviews. Social and semiotic/linguistic analyses 

are to the external and internal relations of the text respectively (Fairclough, 

2009).  

Stage IV 

Stage IV identifies the possible ways of overcoming obstacles to address the 

social wrong. The corresponding research steps are to analyse the data, identify 

research findings, which will include those related to the development of the 

societal housing discourses on young people and those adhered to by young 

people and the respective macro, meso and micro social contexts, and make 

recommendations. The basis for identifying the housing discourses related to these 

five areas has been provided in Chapter 2. In the coding process, the coding frame 

will also open up new areas found in the data collected.  

In the final stage of this research work, the implications of housing 

discourses on theories, methodologies and practices are provided in the 

recommendations section. 

 

4.3.2. Coding and Analysis 
 

The MAXQDA program coded all of the collected data in accordance with 

the categories of the words and phrases being analysed. This coding led to 

forming a matrix of the occurrence of individual terms from each of the 

categories. 

The first cycle of coding themed the data as the coding method. Theming the 

data can be applicable for all qualitative studies. Thematic analyses built on 

theming the data allow categories to directly emerge from the data (Saldaña, 
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2009). Researchers have developed "codes", words or phrases that serve as labels 

for groups of data, which are considered as a process of "encoding qualitative 

information" (Boyatzis, 1998, p. vii). The categories, based on the key areas 

identified in Chapters 2 and 3, are formed in accordance with the data, so that the 

analysis moves from a broad reading of the data towards discovering patterns and 

developing themes.  

After coding, the results of the data coded from policy papers, newspaper 

articles and semi-structured interviews are compared. A detailed analysis takes 

place per Stage II of the DRA as discussed earlier. The three major areas of 

analysis include that of the text, discourse practices and social practices (see 

below for explanation of each type of analysis). The order of analysis proceeds 

from micro to macro, or from text to social practice (Fairclough, 1992). According 

to the conceptualisation of discourse per Fairclough (1995a, 1992, 1989), textual 

analysis (analysis at the micro level) means examining the form and meaning of 

the text; analysis of the discourse practices (at the macro/meso level) refers to 

examining the discursive production and interpretation of the text, and analysis of 

social-political practices refers to carrying out a broader social analysis (Marston, 

2002). Also according to Fairclough (2005a), there is a social reality outside 

discourses, as discourses bring about non-discursive effects. The world is not 

entirely discursively structured, and the CDA makes an analytical distinction 

between discursive and non-discursive elements. Hence, Fairclough (2005a) 

stated that discursive practices link social practices and discourse. 

In writing up the main research findings, quotations and phrases selected as 

examples are used to exemplify the key themes of societal discourse which appear 

to closely represent the particular viewpoints of young people housing discourse. 

 

Analysis of Text 
 

Linguistic analysis in this research is the analysis of words (such as the use 

of words that describe young people/ young people housing or words and phrases 

that demonstrate the general perception of young people), and the use of 

metaphors. 

The objective of analysing the wording is “to contrast the ways meanings are 
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worded with the ways they are worded in other (type of) text, and to identify the 

interpretative perspective that underline this wording” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 236). 

There are three questions that guide the analysis; these questions are considered as 

a guide and not a blueprint for conducting the analysis (Fairclough, 1992, p. 110). 

The first question is “Does the text contain new lexical items, and if so, what are 

their theoretical, cultural or ideological significance?”; “What intertextual 

relations are drawn upon for the wording in the text?”; “Does the text contain 

evidence of overwording32 or rewording (as opposed to other wording) of certain 

domains of meaning?” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 236). 

Metaphors are social representations, and constructed with different interests 

and perspectives that are used to manipulate different ideological issues 

(Fairclough, 2015). The objective is to characterize their usage “in the discourse 

sample, in contrast to metaphors used for similar meanings elsewhere, and 

determine what factors (cultural, ideological, etc.) determine the choice of 

metaphor. The effect of metaphors upon thinking and practice should be also be 

considered” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 237). 

 

Analysis of Discourse Practice 
 

The in depth analysis of text can be connected to a broader social analysis 

through an interdiscursive analysis, which means that the relations between 

different types of discourses are examined, such as genres, discourses, and styles 

(ways of meaning making) in text (Fairclough, 2005b). This is because the 

analysis of discourse practices considers semiosis as a social element, which 

means that discourse is dialectically related to other aspects of social life 

(Fairclough, 2016); that is, discourse cannot be fully separate from other aspects 

of social life.  

Thus, in approaching discourse as a discursive practice, discourse 

representation is an important factor, that is, how words are chosen, changed and 

contextualized (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). The analysis process involves 

                                                 
32 Overwording is “an unusually high degree of wording, often involving many words which 

are near- synonyms” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 114). “Overwording” refers to the dense wording of a 
domain (Fairclough, 1989). The meaning relations consists of three parts; hyponymy, synonymy 
and antonymy, which may indicate an ideological struggle (Fairclough, 1992). 
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examining the data in order to identify the discourses that interviewees draw upon 

and are articulated together when talking about young people and housing. 

Therefore, the analysis process an element of discursive practice. discursive 

practice will establish links between the text and social context. This is a key to 

understand how young people housing issue was framed by the society and young 

people. A list of different discourses identified in the research finding chapters 

(see Tables 5-3 and 5-5 in Chapter 5 and Table 6-1 in Chapter 6 for reference). 

Different texts privilege different discourses (Janks, 1997). The privileging of 

discourse serves particular interests, or the interests of a particular group 

(Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002).  

The objective of the analysis process is to specify and explain the position of 

a discourse practice in the social order, and also evaluate the impact of discourse 

practices on social practices. To demonstrate a dialectical relationship, two or 

more interlocutors (individuals who take part in a dialogue) are involved in the 

exchange of arguments. Arguing involves dialogue because it often arises in 

response to opinions, doubts and criticism from different perspectives (Fairclough 

& Fairclough, 2013). A low level of interdiscursivity means adherence to the 

established social order or its proliferation. A high level of interdiscursivity 

(multiple discourses) denotes social change and is used to transform society 

(Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). Closely tied to interdiscursivity is recontexualisation, 

a process that involves rearrangement, deletion, addition and substitution of 

elements to make the text applicable in new contexts (van Leeuwen, 2009).  

 

Analysis of Social Practices 
 

In analysing social practices, the connections between discourse and social 

practices can be further elucidated (Fairclough, 1992). The objective of analysing 

social practices is to therefore understand why discourse practices are as they are, 

and examine their effects. 
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4.3.3. Sample Characteristics 
 

The timeframe of this research work is between 2005 and 2015. In 2004, 

property prices increased by 40% which started a new housing bubble. In the 

decade that followed, the HKSAR government proceeded to launched a key 

housing policy consultation and re-activated the HOS programme (initiated in the 

1970s to encourage homeownership of lower income individuals who could not 

afford private sector property with below market priced apartment flats, and 

suspended in 2002) as responses to the housing needs (Office of the Chief 

Executive, various years).  

 

Document Resources 
 

The LTHS is the most important document that provides housing 

development policy direction in Hong Kong. In total, three LTHS policy papers 

have been published (in 1987, 1998 and 2014). These will be examined as part of 

this study. 

 

Mass Media Resources 
 

Library archives and newspapers are incorporated in this research study. The 

major consideration for newspaper selection was the targeted audience and the 

accessibility of the newspapers. There are complimentary newspapers that are 

distributed on the streets and at the Mass Transition Railway (MTR) stations, and 

they have become important sources of information for the general public. The 

complimentary newspapers are usually distributed in the morning peak hours, so 

most people who are going to work, especially white collar young workers, can 

easily obtain a copy to read. The research work also takes into consideration the 

political and socio-economic perspectives of these newspapers in order to provide 

a more balanced viewpoint on housing issues. Two newspapers are used here, 

which are “am730”33 and “Headline Daily”34.  

                                                 
33 am730 was launched on July 30, 2005. The newspaper is operated by AM730 Media Limited 

and the founder, Shih Wing-Ching, is the chairman of a property agency called Centaline Holdings. 
The newspaper was originally only distributed in Central, Wan Chai and Tsim Sha Tsui where there 
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Keywords were used to conduct searches in the two newspapers by using the 

WiseNews database (which provides the full text of newspaper articles), including 

“housing or homeowner or rental or public housing or subsidised housing” (in 

Chinese [房屋 or 置業 or 租 or 公屋 or 資助房屋]) (see Table 4-5). From 

2005 to 2015, there are 21,762 housing related articles in the two newspapers, and 

some 19,239 are relevant to local housing issues. Within the 19,239 articles, some 

703 are related to young people. Hence, the media discourse sample consists of 

703 news articles from the two local newspapers (401 from am730 and 302 from 

Headline Daily) between 2005 and 2015.  

Table 4-5 Housing news articles distribution of Am730 and Headline Daily (2005-2015) 

Year 

am730 Headline Daily Overall 

Hous- 
ing 
Related 

Youth 
Housing 
Related 

Total
Hou- 
sing 

Related

Youth 
Hou- 
sing 

Related

Total
Hou- 
sing 

Related

Youth 
Hou- 
sing 

Related 

Total 

2005 199 4 203 48 / 48 247 4 251 
2006 636 7 643 431 1 432 1067 8 1075 
2007 821 8 829 399 / 399 1220 8 1228 
2008 840 3 843 525 5 530 1365 8 1373 
2009 784 11 795 580 9 589 1364 20 1384 
2010 1036 60 1096 1036 55 1091 2072 115 2187 
2011 1045 51 1096 1115 44 1159 2160 95 2255 
2012 1210 53 1263 1222 34 1256 2432 87 2519 
2013 1297 61 1358 1196 43 1239 2493 104 2597 
2014 1056 57 1113 907 50 957 1963 107 2070 
2015 1199 86 1285 954 61 1015 2153 147 2300 

Total 10123 401 
1052

4 
8413 302 8715 18536 703 19239

 

Semi-structured Interviews 
 

As this research aims to explore the situation of young people, the 

interviewees were selected through purposive sampling which is a type of 

non-probability sampling (Frey, Botan, & Kreps, 2000). Criteria were established 

which represented the key attributes, and then interviewees based on the criteria 

were deliberately solicited (shown in sampling frame provided in Table 4-6). As 

                                                                                                                                      
are more young people and white collar workers. However, the newspaper has extended its points of 
distribution to most of the MTR stations and universities soon after it was launched. 

34 The Headline Daily was launched on July 12, 2005 by the Sing Tao Newspaper Group 
Limited. It was the second free Chinese newspaper in Hong Kong, and distributed from Monday to 
Saturday, 7:00 am to 9:30 am at the Kowloon–Canton Railway Corporation (KCRC) train stations, 
McDonalds and other designated areas. The newspaper stopped their Saturday distribution in 2008 
and extended their points of delivery to cover all railway lines since 2009. 
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mentioned in Chapter 3, the micro factors that affect young people’s housing 

include life course events, parental socio-economic characteristics, financial 

stability, education background and perception toward the parental home and 

neighbourhood. In this study, these five factors are converted into four 

demographic variables: current housing situation, education level, marital status 

and household composition (mainly living arrangements with parents or 

parents-in-law). Other demographic information of the interviewees, such as 

employment status, household income, place of residence and family of origin, 

age and investment profile are also noted. 

Table 4-6 Sampling Frame 

       Criterion Current 
housing 
situation 

Education Marital 
status 

Household 
composition 

Category 

Owner- 
occupied 

Under- 
graduate 
degree or less 

Married 
Living with 
parents/parents-in- 
law Public Rental 

Private Rental 

Under-  
graduate 
degree or 
above 

Single 
Not living with 
parents/parents-in- 
law 

 *Note: The median monthly domestic household income for 2013 was $22,400. The calculation 
is based on data from Hong Kong Factsheet 2014. 

 

Based Creswell (2014), it is estimated that 16 participants will provide rich 

and detailed data. This research study extended an invitation to 32 individuals 

between the ages of 18 and 3435 to take part in interviews. They were recruited by 

snowball sampling (O'Leary, 2005). The interview guide (see Appendix I) 

incorporated questions on demographic information; housing history; housing 

problems encountered; housing aspirations and discourse; and actions and plans. 

Before conducting the main interviews, two pilot interviews were carried out to 

ensure that the interview schedule and the questions in the interview guide are 

appropriate. The pilot validated the comprehensiveness of the interview schedule. 

The interviewees indicated that the questions are logical and wording is clear, 

which helped to facilitate their response. On-going reviews were also carried out 

on the interviewee profiles, and interviewees from a diversity of backgrounds 
                                                 

35 The reason for choosing this age range is because young people 34 or under have lesser 
chance of getting public housing. As stated in the LTHS 2014, “there was…relatively more support 
for progressively extending the pledge of the three-year average waiting time for non-elderly 
one-person applicants above the age of 35…” (LTHS Steering Committee, 2014). 
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were recruited.  

The 32 participants have very different backgrounds, as follows (see Table 

4-7 and Appendix IV): tenure (owner-occupied = 15; public rental housing=8; 

private rental housing=9) gender (12 males; 20 females), age (mean=28.75, 

mode=30, median=30, standard deviation=5.15), education level (secondary 

school or less=9; tertiary=8; Bachelor’s degree = 12; Master’s degree or higher= 

4), occupation (full time=24; part-time=4; student=2; housewife/husband=2), 

marital status (single and not in a relationship=9; single and in a relationship=10; 

married=13), monthly personal income (under $3750=5; $10,000-$15,000=6; 

$15,000-$30,000=11; Over $30,000=8), monthly household income 

($12,001-$24,000=3; $24,001-$34,999=7; $35,000-$49,999=7; 

$49,999-$79,999=7; $80,000 or above=5; Not applicable = 2).  

Table 4-7 Summary of interviewee profiles 

Demographic Information No. 

Tenure (of current living unit) 
Owner-occupied 15 
Public Rental Housing 8 
Private Rental housing 9 

Housing status 
Living with parents/parents-in-law 18 
Not living with parents/parents-in-law 14 

Gender 
Male 12 
Female 20 

Age 

Range 18-34
Mean 28.75
Mode 30 
Median 30 
Standard deviation 5.15 

Education level 

Secondary school or less 9 
Tertiary 8 
Bachelor’s degree 12 
Master’s or higher 4 

Occupation 

Full time 24 
Part-time 4 
Student 2 
Housewife/husband 2 

Personal income* (monthly) 

less than $3750 5 
$3750-$10,000 1 
$10,000-$15,000 6 
$15,000-$30,000 11 
Over $30,000 8 
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Household income* (monthly) 

$12,000-$24,000 4 
$24,001-$34,999 7 
$35,000-$49,999 7 
$49,999-$79,999 7 
$80,000 or above 5 
Not applicable 2 

*$1K=HK$1,000; HK$7.8 = US$1 

 

The interviews were taped and averaged 85 minutes, in length. All of the 

interviews engaged a single participant each time and were conducted in 

Cantonese. All personal names in the study are replaced by pseudonyms. In this 

study, the English translations of Cantonese utterances of the main result are 

presented in the research finding and analysis. Translation is an area of concern in 

many other critical discourse studies (Stamou, 2013; Sims-Schouten, Riley, & 

Willig, 2007). In order to remain as true to the data as possible, the quotes were 

not reinterpreted into formal written Chinese, but retained the written form of 

Cantonese. Although meanings and nuances could at times be unavoidably lost in 

translation, the richness of the material allows specific problems to be addressed 

with the comparison of several examples. 
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4.4. Research Validity and Reliability  
 

This research adopts a qualitative paradigm that assumes realities and 

discourses are socially constructed in accordance with the perception of 

individuals, so it is important to ensure that the views of the participants are well 

represented (Creswell & Miller, 2000). In the early 1980s, Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) provided a list of concerns in qualitative research which argued for the 

inclusion of values as a major distinction from positivism (quantitative research). 

Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba (2011) argued that the hallmarks of a ‘valid’ 

constructionist inquiry include fairness, and ontological, educative, catalytic and 

tactical authenticities. The following will discuss the five hallmarks and measures 

that are applied to ensure the validity of this research. 

First, fairness implies balance. In order to balance the different perspectives 

and the values of stakeholders and avoid any omissions of the voices of the 

participants, all of the interviews were recorded with the consent of the 

interviewees. Second, ontological authenticity refers to the awareness of the 

participants of the complexities of the social environment. In this study, 

interviewees are invited to share their observation on young people housing 

situation in general and also their comments on newspapers and policy papers. 

These questions help the researcher assess whether the interviewee is aware of the 

complexities of the issues. Third, educative authenticity refers to the extent that 

the participants experience enrichment and respect the viewpoint of other people. 

The use of semi-structured interviews in this study is an interactive process 

between the interviewer and interviewee. The discussion process helped the 

interviewees reflect on their own perspectives but also have an awareness of the 

social changes that have taken place. Fourth, catalytic authenticity refers to any 

action taken by stakeholders that is stimulated by the research. At the end of the 

interview, the interviewees are invited to share their reflection from the interview. 

This study does not stimulate any action. Finally, tactical authenticity refers to the 

effects of the redistribution of power after taking part in the research. The action 

and power relations of the various stakeholders; that is, an inquiry for whom the 

potential changes will be made possible, was revealed during the investigation 

process of the research work. 
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In order to enhance the reliability of the research, triangulation of the data 

source comprised part of the research design, and data were incorporated from 

different sources in order to reveal the housing discourses of young people in the 

local context. The strength of the sample is that, first, the data sourced from policy 

papers and the media are expected to demonstrate the primary circulated discourse 

in Hong Kong society. Second, the diverse background of the interviewees 

enables the research to take into the consideration non-discursive influences on 

discourse based on class and gender. The limitation is that, due to resources 

considerations, data that might also have impacts on young people housing 

discourses are not included, such as information from new media, response from 

schools and interviews with the family of origin of the interviewees. 
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4.5. Conclusion 
 

This chapter has provided an overview of the primary methodological 

concerns and research framework. Three main research questions have been 

provided that have guided the research work. A review of the housing studies 

shows that a discourse analysis that underpins social constructionism is a 

commonly used methodological tool. The social constructionist approach provides 

a critical lens that examines beyond dimensions that are taken-for-granted to 

understand the housing discourses of young people. The ontological position of 

critical realism through the CDA, as Elder-Vass (2012) argued, offers a coherent 

approach for analysis; incorporates both social entities and individual agents; and 

allows for the co-existence of socially constructed subjectivities and the material 

world.  

The research adopts a DRA to CDA. In examining the relationship between 

semiosis and other social elements, the DRA is a good fit due to its capacity to 

incorporate other social theories to explain social wrongs. The timeframe of the 

research study is between 2005 and 2015 due to the consideration of a housing 

bubble in 2004. The research participants are young people between 18 and 34 

years old. The research uses newspaper articles, major housing policy texts and 

transcription of semi-structured interviews. These data sources allow the 

identification and comparison of societal housing discourses on young people and 

young people housing discourse. Both discursive and non-discursive elements are 

taken into consideration. Consequently, valuable insights are obtained for future 

development of discourses against young people. Moreover, understanding of 

individual interactions with dominant discourses that are socially constructed is 

enriched to shape other institutions in society.  

As informed by Cannella and Lincoln (2012), there are potential ethical 

issues in an interview process. In order to protect the research participants with 

respect to confidentiality issues, all of the interviewees have been clearly 

informed about the details before the interview took place. An informed consent 

form along with an invitation letter (see Appendix II) was sent to the interview 

participants. To ensure that all of the interviewees had a clear understanding of the 

research objectives and process, the research outline was explained in detail to 
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them before the interview. Details included how they would be engaged, and how 

the information would be collected. They were asked to sign a consent form and 

copies have been submitted to the Hong Kong Baptist University for their records. 

Interviewees remained anonymous throughout the research. All data are stored 

separately to avoid identification of the interviewees.  

Taking into consideration the criticisms of the social constructionist approach, 

the research limitations include the influence that I had on the study, and my 

interpretation of social reality, and the challenges in differentiating between 

discursive and non-discursive elements.  

As reality is socially constructed, social reality will change according to 

human interactions. Hence, multiple discourses as well as multiple social realities 

exist. The research validity has been enhanced by the triangulation of the data 

sources in order to capture the social reality of various groups. However, not all of 

the discourses on young people’s housing in Hong Kong can be captured. The 

research work here can only represent the view of certain groups of Hong Kong 

people while some of the other groups (such as new arrivals or ethnic minorities) 

are not included.  

One of the methodological contributions is the incorporation of 

non-discursive elements in housing discourses on young people. However, it was 

also a challenge to address this in the research. As mentioned in Chapter 1, this 

research has applied other social theories in the analyses and explanations are 

provided where appropriate. 

.
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Chapter 5  Societal Housing Discourses  
 

The contents of four major housing policy papers and various newspaper 

articles are used as sources of data for this study. The findings from these two 

sources of data are provided in this chapter. Section 5.1 provides the findings from 

the policy papers and Section 5.2 from the newspaper articles. The research 

findings from both sections are examined and it is found that the themes are 

agency (ability to act independently) and structure (factors that limit or determine 

agency) oriented. Tables 5-1 and 5-2 provide a summary of the discourses 

identified that reflect the themes that are agency and structure oriented 

respectively. Agency is measured by assessing certain personality attributes and 

their life-project outcomes (Côté, 2002), and in terms of discourse, assumes that 

young people have active and free agency (see Tables 5-1). Structure is discussed 

in terms of discourses that scrutinize the choices of young people and their actions 

based on structural factors of influence (see Tables 5-2). Structural factors 

determine the constraints and opportunities of young people. The analysis of 

structural factors, such as social class, can allow evaluations that look beyond 

transient income, provide an overview of the role of economic inequalities and the 

effect of demographic variables and the life cycle (Emmanuel, 2013). The 

discourses related to young people housing under both agency and structure in 

these documents will be examined. The discursive and the non-discursive 

elements that are articulated together to construct the discourse will be highlighted. 

Section 5.3 provides analyses of the text. It included that of words and metaphors. 

Section 5.4 is an analysis of the discourse practices. Section 5.5 concludes. 

  



 

89 

Table 5-1 Summary of agency-oriented societal housing discourse 

Theme Discourse 
P

ol
ic

y 
Homeownership aspirations 1 Discourse of pro-homeownership 

Housing met by personal 
abilities 

2 Discourse of housing ladder 

Young people 3 Discourse of [hidden] young people housing need 

N
ew

sp
ap

er
s 

Dependency 
4 Discourse of dependence of young people 
6 Discourse of irresponsibility 

Personal contributions 9 Discourse of self-reliance 

Maturity 
12 Discourse of immaturity 

2 Discourse of housing ladder 

Life-style/ preferences 
14 Discourse of personal choice 
1 Discourse of pro-homeownership 

 

Table 5-2 Summary of structurally-oriented analysis of societal housing discourse 

 

Theme Discourse 

P
ol

ic
y Role of government 17 Discourse of resource allocation 

Economy changes 18 Discourse of economic fundamentals 

N
ew

sp
ap

er
s 

Housing provision system 

18 Discourse of economic fundamentals 
19 Discourse of market determination 
20 Discourse of insufficient land supply 
21 Discourse of market failure 

Social mobility 23 Discourse of upward mobility 

Social cohesion 
17 Discourse of resource allocation  

25
Discourse of “discrimination of young  
people” 

Policy development 
26 Discourse of government responsibilities 
27 Discourse of political tool 
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5.1. Findings from Long Term Housing Strategies  
 

This research examines the LTHS policy papers published in 1987, 1998 and 

2014. Each paper discursively focuses on certain aspects, and some discourses 

(homeownership for example) remain dominant throughout the decades. This 

section will analyse each paper separately under a specific theme, and the 

objective is to identify the major policy discourses and evaluate how the policy 

discourses change/do not change over time.  

The first policy paper, entitled “Long Term Housing Strategy: A Policy 

Statement” (LTHS 1987; Housing Branch, 1987) directly addresses housing and is 

the first long term plan that was initiated by the colonial government. The length 

of this paper is around 3,000 words. Two terms are stressed: “adequate” and 

“affordable”. The introduction section of the policy paper states that the basic 

aims of housing policy reviews are “ensuring that adequate housing at an 

affordable price or rent is available to all households must be maintained” (ibid, p. 

1). 

The second LTHS policy paper was published in 1998, entitled “Home for 

Hong Kong People into the 21st Century: A White Paper on Long Term Housing 

Strategy in Hong Kong” (LTHS 1998; Government of the HKSAR, 1998). This 

paper is the first housing policy paper initiated by the HKSAR government on 

their long term plans. In this paper, “housing demand” is the focus. The 

introduction section of the policy paper stated that “[i]n his speech to celebrate the 

establishment of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region on 1 July 1997, 

the Chief Executive, the Honourable Tung Chee Hwa, emphasised his new 

Government’s determination to meet the pressing demand for more and better 

housing”(ibid, p.1). Compared to the first LTHS paper, this one is longer in length. 

The second LTHS paper has 35 pages (around 9,000 words), and provides a 

detailed analysis of housing supply and housing demand. 

The third LTHS policy paper, entitled “Long Term Housing Strategy”, 

consists of two separate documents. The “Long Term Housing Strategy” (“LTHS 

2014” henceforth) is the second long-term strategic document in housing prepared 

by the HKSAR government (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b). Following 

LTHS 2014, the HKSAR government published another paper on ways to 

implement the policy initiatives proposed in LTHS 2014. The paper was entitled 
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“Implementation Milestones as at December 2014” (“Milestones 2014” 

henceforth), and reported on the implementation progress of major areas under 

LTHS 2014, and both were released on the same day (Transport and Housing 

Bureau, 2014a). LTHS 2014 reported on the policy direction and Milestones 2014 

provided a list of actions to implement LTHS 2014. The core focuses (providing 

“adequate” and “affordable” housing, and meeting “housing demand”) from the 

previous LTHS papers can also be identified in both the LTHS 2014 and 

Milestones 2014, and “supply-led strategy” and “choices and trade-offs” (p. v) are 

newly added focuses. The LTHS 2014 and Milestones 2014 consist of 58 pages 

(approximately 13,027 words) and 37 pages (approximately 11,434 words) 

respectively. 

LTHS 1987 and 1998 did not mention ‘young people’. However, young 

people started to emerge as part of the policy discourse in LTHS 2014 and this 

will be further discussed later. The key findings of the LTHS papers are that, first, 

it is not conventional to cater to the needs of young people. A housing policy 

discourse that relates to young people has only emerged in recent years. Secondly, 

when young people were mentioned in the policy discourse, it was related to a 

particular type of non-discursive pro-market policy measure. Thirdly, more 

themes emerged in the LTHS 1998 and 2014 policy discourses, which 

predominantly comprised discourses on homeownership and the (limited) role of 

the government.  

The following section will discuss in detail the discourses identified from the 

LTHS policy papers (see Table 5-3 for a summary).  

Table 5-3 Policy discourses identified from LTHS policy papers 

 Theme Discourse 

Agency- 
oriented 

Homeownership aspirations 1 Discourse of pro-homeownership 
Housing met by personal abilities 2 Discourse of housing ladder 

Young people 3 
[hidden] Discourse of housing  
needs of young people 

Structural- 
oriented 

Role of government 17 Discourse of resource allocation 
Economy changes 18 Discourse of economic fundamentals 

 

  



 

92 

5.1.1. Agency-oriented Themes  
 

Three discourse themes that are categorised as agency-oriented are identified 

from the LTHS papers: ‘homeownership aspirations’, ‘housing met by personal 

abilities’ and ‘young people’. The discourse on homeownership aspirations shows 

that (1) Hong Kong people prefer homeownership; (2) homeownership is linked 

to personal achievements; (3) both discursive and non-discursive strategies are 

adopted to support the pro-homeownership discourse. The discourse on housing 

met by personal abilities shows that (1) the housing ladder is related to discourse 

of homeownership, and (2) moving up the housing ladder is based on financial 

abilities. The discourse on young people shows that (1) the housing needs of 

young people are discursively acknowledged but they are considered as merely 

one of the groups in need; (2) young people should be pro-homeownership and 

acknowledge the housing ladder; and (3) young people are “contributors” to 

society regardless of their housing needs. 

 

Homeownership Aspirations 
 

The Hong Kong housing policies from 1987 to 2014 consider 

homeownership as a core element among the different types of housing tenures. 

The rhetorics include the term “housing aspirations”. It is evident that a pattern 

began to emerge which I see as a discourse of pro-homeownership: a discourse in 

which the emphasis was on homeownership as the consensual preference of 

housing tenure, rather than government preference. This discourse excludes or 

downplays other types of tenures. 

(1) Hong Kong people prefer homeownership 

The policy papers indicated that Hong Kong people prefer homeownership. 

PRH should be limited to the role of a welfare safety-net, while promotion and 

growth of homeownership is the norm in society (McKee, 2011). This inclination 

towards homeownership can be easily found in the policy papers. For example, 

“to own rather to rent” (Housing Branch, 1987, p. 1) is emphasised, and “an 

increasing number of households in Hong Kong favour home ownership over 

other forms of tenure”(Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 20); and the 

government will “help the lower to middle-income households meet their home 
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ownership aspirations” (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. 3). These 

statements form part of a discourse that favours homeownership as a better tenure 

option, i.e. this is a pro-homeownership discourse. 

(2) Linking homeownership to personal achievements 

In the policy papers, homeownership is linked to personal achievements. For 

example, the government associated homeownership aspirations with two factors 

in LTHS 1987, “economic” improvements and improvements in “living 

conditions”. Thus, the government has discursively reconstructed the meaning of 

homeownership. That is, homeownership is linked to the improved economy of 

Hong Kong and the desire for better living standards.  

“Improved economic conditions in Hong Kong have brought 
with them rising expectations and there is a demand for 
improvements in living conditions, including a growing 
aspiration to own rather than to rent.” (Housing Branch, 1987, p. 
1). 

A number of words can be identified that support a pro-homeownership 

discourse. “Homeownership” has not only become the “aspiration of many”, but 

also associated with a number of positive elements (such as “social stability”, 

“sense of belonging”, “financial security”, “security of an asset”, “sense of 

independence”, “control their own homes”, “maintain their standard of living”) 

(Government of the HKSAR, 1998, pp. 20-24).  

“The Government believes that home ownership is the 
aspiration of many in the community. The Chief Executive has 
announced a target of 70% home ownership by 2007. This 
represents a major improvement on the existing rate of 52%. The 
Government is fully determined to achieve this target, which 
will foster social stability and a sense of belonging, and help 
families to provide for their own future financial security. An 
increasing number of households in Hong Kong favour home 
ownership over other forms of tenure. It gives them a sense of 
independence, and control over their own homes. Flat owners 
know that, when mortgages have been paid off, they will have 
the security of an asset which will help to maintain their 
standard of living” (Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 20). 

In the policy papers, the government emphasises the positive impacts of 

homeownership for the individual and Hong Kong overall as a society. However, 
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the drawbacks of homeownership or the benefits of other types of tenures were 

not mentioned. 

(3) Discursive and non-discursive strategies in pro-homeownership 

discourse. 

The presumption of the government that Hong Kong residents aspire to 

purchasing their own home has led to a pro-homeownership policy design. This 

design has various impacts on policy practices. The government has materialized 

aspirations into a more concrete figure, and provided an estimate of the number of 

households who desire to become homeowners. For example, they indicated that 

“100 000 households” desire to purchase a home. 

“(c) there is likely to be an increasing but largely unsatisfied 
demand for HOS/PSPS. It is estimated that by 2001, the home 
purchase aspirations of 100 000 households (more than half of 
whom will be sitting PRH tenants) will remain unsatisfied;” 
(Housing Branch, 1987, p. 4) 

The LTHS 1998 explicitly points out a policy direction that would boost 

homeownership rate by 70%. Specific action is elaborated in the text, such as 

through an “equitable system of allocation”, or “supply increases” and when 

“property prices stabilise”(Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 35). The 

discursive representation in the text largely sees the policy direction as a 

consensus of the Hong Kong community. 

The government quoted the figure of 70% by categorizing housing demand 

into public rental, assisted home purchase and private sector (unassisted) flat 

purchase (Housing Branch, 1987, p. 3). The government also considered the sale 

of public rental housing to sitting tenants to promote homeownership which 

would then meet “home purchase aspirations”. 

“To meet these home purchase aspirations, the preferences of 
households seeking entry to public housing will be assessed and 
a sufficient balance of rental flats and HOS flats provided to 
meet their demand. Initially this will be in rental blocks 
upgraded to HOS standards and made available for sale. Later, it 
will be in purpose-built HOS blocks. Housing aspirations will, 
in this way, be met more effectively without prejudicing the 
chances of success of other HOS applicants.” (Housing Branch, 
1987, p. 7) 



 

95 

There are contradictions between the discourse of pro-homeownership and 

the actual policy measures in LTHS 2014. It is said that there are “huge imbalance 

between supply and demand” (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. 33), but 

the government can only discursively increase the housing supply. For example, 

the government introduced a secondary market to facilitate sitting PRH tenants to 

become homeowners without the additional provision of subsidised flats. The 

policy paper suggested that “380,000 subsidised sale flats” can be considered as 

the number of new supply of flats that would meet home ownership aspirations. 

The government discursively constructed the available supply of housing. 

Introducing a secondary market does not increase the actual number of units of 

supplied housing, but increases the number of housing unit that are freely 

transacted in a quasi-private housing market.  

“Both the HA and the HS 36  have introduced a Secondary 
Market arrangement to allow selling of subsidised sale flats to 
households with Green Form status 37  without payment of 
premium. As at end September 2014, there were a total of about 
380 000 subsidised sale flats with premium not yet paid that can 
be sold in the Secondary Market. They provide an alternative 
source of subsidised sale flats, in addition to newly built flats, 
that could help the relevant sectors of the community to meet 
their home ownership aspirations.” (ibid, p. 29) 

This increase in housing supply without actual increases in new units is 

further exemplified by many more examples. There is the proposal of increasing 

the number of purchasable flats in the existing housing supply. Policy measures 

that can be implemented, as stated in Milestones 2014, are related to fulfilling 

homeownership aspirations. First, PRH units are produced with the standards of 

                                                 
36 The Hong Kong Housing Society is an independent and not-for-profit housing organisation 

established in 1948 and incorporated by ordinance in 1951. Providing complementary housing 
through a number of its own innovative schemes and as a partner of the government, the Housing 
Society builds self-contained homes for the people in need at non-prohibitive rates. The society 
identifies the niche markets in order to fill the gap between the private market and the government. 
All the activities carried out by the society are either using their own financial resources or in 
partnership with the government. Therefore, the society works closely with the private developers 
and housing authority (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b). 

37 Definition of Green Form Applicants: Subject to detailed eligibility criteria on age, family 
composition and residence rule, etc., to be announced by the HA prior to the launch of each sales 
phase, the following groups should be eligible for applying on Green Form (GF) status: (a) public 
rental housing (PRH) tenants; (b) specific groups with established eligibility for allocation of PRH 
flats (Hong Kong Housing Authority, 2016). Successful applicant will hold a Green Form 
Certificate issued by the Housing Department. 
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subsidised sale flats, so that the type of tenure, that is, public rental or 

owner-occupied, could be accordingly adjusted depending on the demand 

patterns.  

An examination of the LTHS 2014 reveals discourses on homeownership 

“aspirations” in the text (a discursive element), and then policy measures (a 

non-discursive element) are developed to sustain the discourse. For example, 

transform existing stocks of HOS flats under HOS/Private Sector Participation 

Schemes (PSPs) for home purchases. The government only addresses the housing 

issue in Hong Kong in general, and no specific group is targeted, never mind 

young people. The entire LTHS 2014 outlines the future of housing policy by 

emphasising the demand for home purchases. 

 
Personal Abilities  

 

This theme emerged in LTHS 1998 when the government began to show 

inclinations towards their vision on housing needs by clustering/grouping in terms 

of the type of housing that one could afford. This theme is reflected in a discourse 

of the ‘housing ladder’ which refers to climbing the housing hierarchy from PRH 

to subsidised homeownership and eventually private homeownership.  

(1) Housing ladder and homeownership discourse  

LTHS 1998 used the term “ladder” to differentiate between home ownership 

(being on the higher end of the ladder) and PRH (situated on the lower end of the 

ladder) (Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 21). The government has a clear 

position on the type of housing that one can afford based on household income. 

PRH is for those who cannot afford to own a home while private owner-occupied 

housing is meant for those who can afford to own their home, while in the middle 

of these two extremes is subsidised home ownership, which is described to be “an 

essential element of the housing ladder” (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. 

27) for those who can barely afford to own their own home. 

(2) Moving up the housing ladder based on financial abilities 

Following the discourse of pro-homeownership, Hong Kong citizens are also 

grouped according to the type of housing that they can afford instead of their 

preferences. Therefore, LTHS 1998 categorized the different groups based on their 
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income. The “sandwich class” is coined to informally describe the middle class. 

The LTHS 1998 indicated that this group of “young managerial and professional 

couples” in the sandwich class are struggling between the private and public 

housing sectors (Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 22). 

“The Government recognises the existence of a large ‘sandwich 
class’, broadly defined as families who are not eligible for low 
income housing schemes but who lack the resources to purchase 
reasonable accommodation in the private sector. They include 
numerous young managerial and professional couples who 
contribute significantly to Hong Kong’s economic well-being. 
The major housing problem faced by many of these families is 
saving for initial down payments. Denied the opportunity either 
to enrol in the Government’s low cost housing programme, or to 
buy in the private sector, such families face a long wait before 
they can acquire accommodation appropriate to their 
circumstances” (Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 22). 

The housing ladder implies that there are different levels of housing in which 

household financial ability is a factor. 

“The current-term Government is serious in addressing the 
housing challenge. We aim to provide PRH to the grassroots, 
help the lower to middle-income households meet their home 
ownership aspirations, maintain a healthy and stable private 
housing market, thereby rebuild the housing ladder” (Transport 
and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. iii). 

Young People  
 
Young people as a theme discursively emerged in LTHS 2014. The 

acknowledgement of the housing needs of young people in the policy shows that a 

discourse on young people housing is emerging. This is actually a ‘hidden’ 

acknowledgement of the housing needs of young people because the text noted 

that young people have concerns about housing needs. However, the concerns 

about housing needs actually refer to the homeownership needs of young people. 

LTHS 2014 starts off with the government highlighting the housing challenge that 

Hong Kong is facing, and stated that “[c]hoices and trade-offs have to be made 

amid diverse interests and objectives” (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. 

v). This statement implies that the government feels that they have the role of 

setting priorities. This is the first time that young people are mentioned in the 
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LTHS papers. This shows that the government is aware of “young people” as a 

group that needs to be included in the housing policy. 

“Many of our youths feel aggrieved when they fail to see a 
future in housing” (ibid, p iii). 

“…rebuild confidence in a future where our younger generation 
can look forward to better and more affordable housing” (ibid, p 
v). 

The government acknowledged the feelings of young people toward housing, 

in that they worry about the “future” of housing. The government then considered 

a number of factors in the projection of housing demand. The policy paper stated 

that the housing demand of the “younger generation” has been taken into 

consideration. However, the discourse of the housing needs of young people 

acknowledges that they are facing the same challenge as every Hong Kong citizen 

is facing, so that their unique circumstances are not highlighted in the discourse.  

“In projecting the net increase in the number of households, the 
model takes into account marriage, formation of one-person 
households and other demographic factors. Therefore, the long 
term housing demand projection has already covered the 
housing demand of the younger generation” (ibid, p 9).  

Moreover, the discourse on young people is linked to home ownership. 

“First-time home buyers and youngsters” were highlighted in the LTHS 2014 and 

Milestones 2014, as young people are discursively associated with the lower to 

moderate-income groups of individuals with home ownership aspirations.  

“…aspirations of lower to middle-income households, especially 
first-time home buyers and youngsters, for home ownership” 
(Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. 12) 

“These production targets should be able to strike a reasonable 
balance between providing PRH units to those who cannot 
afford private rental accommodation, and providing subsidised 
sale flats to meet the home ownership aspirations of the lower to 
middle-income groups, especially first-time home buyers and 
youngsters. At the same time, the private housing supply target 
will be 190 000 units over the ten-year period.” (Transport and 
Housing Bureau, 2014a, p. 3) 
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Another area of LTHS 2014 related to young people is the QPS of eligibility 

for PRH. As young people are constructed as contributors to society, they should 

need less government support. Younger members of the family are expected care 

for the older members, so to reduce social costs. The government expects that 

PRH residents to make full utilisation of their family resources before seeking 

government support.  

“…some respondents considered that the Well-off Tenants 
Policies went against the Government’s policy to encourage 
younger members of a family to look after the elderly, and some 
even considered that the Policies should be scrapped.” 
(Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014a, p. 12) 

It is this way of viewing young people that in applications for PRH, 

“non-elderly one-person applicants” or those under the age of 60 are assessed 

differently for PRH. The government does not privilege “non-elderly one-person 

applicants” because the PRH system offers families and elderly one-person 

applicants with priority access to PRH, especially the latter who will probably 

have less chance of upward mobility. The reason for doing so is because those 

who are younger in age have more chances for upward mobility. 

“With limited resources, it is the priority of the Government and 
the HA to provide PRH flats to family applicants and elderly 
one-person applicants. For non-elderly one-person applicants 
(i.e. those who are below the age of 60), the HA administers a 
separate Quota and Points System (QPS). Under the QPS, the 
allocation of PRH to non-elderly one-person applicants is 
subject to an annual quota. The total points accumulated by 
applicants on the basis of factors including their age at the time 
of application; how long they have been waiting for PRH; and 
whether they are currently living with their families in PRH, 
determine their priority of allocation” (Transport and Housing 
Bureau, 2014b, p. 23). 

In summarising the theme on young people, it appears that a discourse of 

young people housing has emerged in recent years. This emergence of a discourse 

on young people housing however echoes the tradition of discourses on 

pro-homeownership and the housing ladder, in that young people too have 

homeownership aspirations. Although young people as a group are mentioned in 

the LTHS 2014, the way that they are constructed in the text emphasise their 
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self-reliance or even their responsibility of supporting older members of the 

family.  

In this section, homeownership aspirations and housing needs that are met 

through personal abilities comprise the factors of the discourse on housing policy 

in general. The pro-homeownership and housing ladder discourses have been 

identified. In the construction of a policy discourse on young people, young 

people are presumed to prefer homeownership. Meanwhile, they are also clustered 

as a group who need to depend on themselves, and contribute to society, thus 

considered at most to have transitional housing needs or less compared to older 

people.  

 
5.1.2. Structurally-oriented Themes 

 

In terms of the discourse themes that are categorised as structurally-oriented, 

it was found that the role of the government has been a consistent theme in all of 

the different LTHS policy papers. Two new themes are also identified in the LTHS 

2014, which are social and welfare related factors and economy changes. 

The discourses on the role of the government include: (1) that the 

government has a list of tasks completed or need to be completed, including 

providing public resources, predicting housing demand and supply, and 

utilizing/involving the resources of the private sector; (2) a positive image of the 

government; and (3) structurally defined limits, so that the negative impacts such 

as those that originate from the private market are not mentioned. 

The following are discourses related to economy changes: (1) housing policy 

is based on economic fundamentals; (2) economy changes have impacts on 

housing demand and supply, and (3) economy changes affect household formation 

 

Role of Government  
 
The role of the government as a theme in the LTHS papers is exemplified in 

how policymakers frame their role, responsibilities and contributions. It is found 

that the role of the government is that of institutional function. For instance, they 

allocate resources. The discourse on resource allocation demonstrates that public 

resources are allocated to the most needy people. However, it also demonstrates 

that young people are excluded from the discourse. 
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(1) Role of government - Institutional function  

 
The government has highlighted actions already carried out and future 

actions that will be implemented in the LTHS papers. First, public funding will be 

used towards housing programmes. LTHS 1987 said that the “Government's 

public housing programme presently takes up one-third of Government's annual 

expenditure on capital works” (Housing Branch, 1987, p. 1). This is attributed to 

the “principle of genuine need” (Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 25) which 

determines how public resources are allocated as stated in the LTHS 1998. 

Therefore, “families in genuine need” are those “who cannot afford adequate 

accommodation of other types” (ibid, p. 25). The LTHS 2014 goes on to use 

“limited resources” (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. 23) or “precious 

PRH resources” (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014a, p. 12) to describe PRH 

and in doing so, measures are put into place to ensure that resources are allocated 

to families with genuine needs. These include mean tests; restrictions in transfer 

of tenancies; maintaining rent at a “fair but affordable” level; limiting the 

pre-emption of flat allocation; and replacing interim accommodations with 

high-rise blocks (Government of the HKSAR, 1998, pp. 25-29). 

Another role of the government that is related to social welfare is to predict 

the demand and supply of both private and public housing. Apart from resources 

allocated for housing subsidies, the policy papers highlighted that the government 

has a role in balancing the housing supply and demand. The LTHS papers also 

provide statistics on housing demand predictions. These predictions are not only 

based on population growth, but also income growth and income distribution of 

the households that constitute the demand. 

“Based on the Census and Statistics Department's projection of 
future population trend and the 1986 review of housing demand 
and supply, it is forecast that about 960 000 new housing units 
will be needed to satisfy all demand by 2001.” (Housing Branch, 
1987, p. 2) 

The government uses the LTHS 1998 to reinforce the message that they will 

increase the housing supply. They quote figures such as “85 000 flats a year” 

(Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 1), “50 000 SCH” and “14 000 flats to 20 

000 flats” (ibid, p. 26) to support their pledge. 
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The government also has another role related to social and welfare which is 

to involve the private sector in housing provision. The housing supply estimate is 

based on the number of factors, especially taking into consideration the resources 

of the private sector. For example, LTHS 1998 suggests that there is a construction 

“capacity”, and “land (is) held by private developers” as well as “private sector 

financing” (Housing Branch, 1987, p. 4). The paper addresses the “untapped 

resources and expertise” of the private sector as a solution to “attendant staffing” 

provided by the government which would not have “financial” implications” for 

the government (Housing Branch, 1987, p. 4). This implies that the private sector 

is considered to be a resource instead of a cost. Another example is the use of a 

supply-led strategy is the gist of the LTHS 2014, in response to “the current 

supply-demand imbalance” (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. iv). The 

strategy further provides five policy objectives related to land supply planning, 

housing demand projection, and positioning of the three different types of housing 

(PRH, HOS and private housing) in the policy agenda. 

 

(2) Hidden structurally defined limits 

 
The Hong Kong government also appears to extend their intervention in 

housing by offering a range of policy measures. A closer look at the LTHS papers 

shows that they have mainly focused on housing in the public sector. The private 

sector is labelled as a ‘private resource’, driven by the power of market and the 

private developers, and although these influence housing affordability, they have 

been kept obscured (see section on ‘analysis of text’ later in this chapter for a 

discussion). That is, the responsibility of the government is to create incentives, 

for instance, to “provide more subsidised sale flats, expand the forms of 

subsidised home ownership” instead of regulating housing market speculation. 

The government thus claim that they are committed to meeting the identified 

housing needs. In doing so, for instance, increasing the supply of assisted home 

purchase units, this will also increase the circulation of public rental units and 

hence more applicants who are on the waiting list will have the chance to be given 

a PRH unit. 

The government has also launched different programmes in response to 

homeownership aspirations, which directly and indirectly facilitate the growth of 
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the private sector. For instance, they offer loan schemes which are actually 

another source of funds that are allocated to the private housing market, and 

accordingly this stimulates the demand for private flats. 

“Starting in 1998, the Government will offer prospective public 
housing tenants the option of buying flats at a discounted price. 
This “buy or rent” scheme will have the important effect of 
meeting the aspirations to home ownership of lower income 
families and providing them with the opportunity to move up the 
ladder to home ownership without the need to go through the 
interim stage of public rental housing” (Government of the 
HKSAR, 1998, p. 21). 

Apart from the provision of funding through various loan schemes, the 

government ensures that a supply of land and labour for developing the private 

housing market. The related policy clearly indicates that the government supports 

the development of private housing. Resource allocation is therefore an important 

task of the government as the LTHS papers have devoted much discussion to 

resource allocation. 

 

Economy changes  
 

The role of the government in response to economy changes is a theme that 

emerged in the LTHS 2014. Due to economy changes, housing is now “one of the 

most challenging social issues”. This is emphasised right at the beginning of the 

LTHS 2014 and the factors that contribute to the crisis are also outlined:  

“Housing stands out as one of the most challenging social issues 
Hong Kong is facing today. Our housing challenge is 
characterised by a serious supply-demand imbalance, housing 
prices and rents at a level beyond the affordability of the general 
public and out of line with our economic fundamentals, the 
proliferation of subdivided units, and long queues for public 
rental housing (PRH)” (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. 
iii). 

It is particularly emphasised “housing prices and rents…. out of line with our 

economic fundamentals”. It is evident that a discourse on economic fundamentals 

has been constructed, which emphasises that economics is determining factor in 

housing policy formation. Although this short paragraph does not elaborate on the 
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meaning of “economic fundamentals”, the paper later goes on to indicate that 

economy changes have a major impact on housing policy changes. The reader is 

reminded that the housing policy of the government changed in 2002 along with 

the economic recession.  

“In 1998 the Government promulgated the previous Long Term 
Housing Strategy (LTHS), which set out targets for housing 
production, home ownership and access to public rental housing 
(PRH). Changes in the macroeconomic environment led the then 
Government to reposition its housing policy in 2002 by focusing 
on providing PRH to low-income families, ceasing the 
production of subsidised sale flats and minimising intervention 
in the housing market” ( ibid, p1).  

However, the government must address this issue, as it is part of their role to 

do so. Therefore, the development of their current strategy is based on projections 

of housing demand and household composition under different “economic and 

property market situations” (ibid, p 5). It is emphasised that the government has 

now adopted an “econometric modeling exercise”, which is more advanced 

compared to the projections made by the previous LTHS papers.  

“In order to reflect possible changes in the household projection 
figures under different economic and property market situations, 
an econometric modeling exercise is conducted to quantify the 
relationship between household formation and economic 
performance and housing market situations” (ibid, p6-7). 

Also as part of their role to address the housing issue, the response of the 

government to a “serious supply-demand imbalance” is associated with the Hong 

Kong economy and household “projection”. The LTHS 2014 projected housing 

demand for the coming years, and indicated that “housing demand is defined as 

the total number of new housing units required to provide adequate housing to 

each and every household over the long term” (ibid, p 5).  

Their projection of household formation is one of the major factors that 

affect the number of new housing units provided. Since economy changes and 

household formation are directly linked together, this affects their projection of 

housing demand. Changes in the economic environment, particularly economic 

growth, then become major concerns.  

In this section which discusses a structurally-oriented analysis of the themes, 
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in particular, the role of the government, a discursive element that is significant to 

young people cannot be identified. The findings from a structurally-oriented 

analysis of the themes indicate that the government emphasises on its role or 

institutional functions. The structurally defined limits in the housing policy, such 

as the demand-supply imbalance suggested in the LTHS 2014, does not address 

the absence of a power play between the public and private sectors. Economy 

changes are instead discursively associated with housing policy design and used 

as a key indicator of housing demand and supply.
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5.2. Findings from Newspaper Articles 
 

After reviewing the newspaper articles in this study, they were coded in 

accordance with to the main themes, keywords and idioms/metaphors. The main 

themes can be categorized into primarily two types; those that are agency-oriented 

and those that are structurally-oriented. At the end of each theme, the overall 

representation of the theme will also be presented.  

The two newspapers selected for this study are Headline Daily and am730. 

They are selected for use because first, they are the two primary free newspapers 

in Hong Kong. Secondly, they hold different standpoints which provide coverage 

of the young people housing issue from different perspectives. The chairman and 

investor of am730, Shih Wing-ching, is the founder of a large property agency. 

Table 5-4 shows the monthly statistics of news articles on young people and 

housing in both am730 and Headline Daily from 2005 to 2015. 

 

Table 5-4 News articles on young people and housing (2005-2015) 

          Month 
Year 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Total 

2005 1 2 1 4 
2006 1 2 1 2 1 1 8 
2007 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 8 
2008 1 2 1 2 1 1 8 
2009 1 1 1 2 2 4 5 3 1 20 
2010 9 7 17 8 18 7 4 8 11 18 2 6 115 
2011 5 8 6 9 2 3 2 11 8 33 5 3 96 
2012 5 8 6 5 10 16 11 6 10 5 5 87 
2013 24 10 8 5 6 5 12 6 10 3 9 6 104 
2014 12 9 6 6 6 7 4 8 7 4 19 19 107 
2015 29 19 13 6 22 9 7 5 7 8 13 9 147 
Total 84 64 52 42 64 45 45 56 55 87 59 50 703 

 

However, the purpose of this section is not to compare the discourses 

uphold/constructed by the selected newspapers. Articles gleaned from these two 

newspapers will allow the incorporation of housing discourses from different 

perspectives, so that a more comprehensive picture of media discourses can be 

provided. This section will therefore present the discourses identified from the 

newspaper articles (see Table 5-5 for a summary).  
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Table 5-5 Media discourse identified from newspaper articles (2005-2015) 

 Theme Discourse 

Agency- 
Oriented 

Dependency 
4 Discourse of dependence of young people 
6 Discourse of irresponsibility 

Personal contributions 9 Discourse of self-reliance 

Maturity 
12

Discourse of social, financial, and mental 
immaturity 

2 Discourse of housing ladder 

Life-style and Preferences 
14 Discourse of personal choice  
1 Discourse of pro-homeownership 

Structurally- 
oriented  

Housing provision system 

18 Discourse of economic fundamentals 
19 Discourse of market determination 
20 Discourse of insufficient land supply 
21 Discourse of market failure 

Social mobility 23 Discourse of upward mobility 

Social cohesion 
17 Discourse of resource allocation  

25
Discourse of “discrimination of young 
people” 

Policy development 
26 Discourse of government responsibilities 
27 Discourse of political tools 

 

5.2.1. Agency-oriented Themes 
 

The following discourse themes in the newspaper articles are found to be 

agency-oriented: dependency, personal contributions, maturity and lifestyle. 

The theme in the discourse around dependency shows that there are two 

kinds of dependencies: on parents and the government. Parents offer different 

kinds of assistance. This kind of dependency is a global trend, and this new lexical 

term can be found worldwide. The reason for this dependency is due to the 

reluctance to take on responsibilities. Dependency on the government is identified 

through a discourse that shows young people as free riders in society.  

The theme in the discourse around personal contributions shows that they are 

the precursor to success, entail self-reliance against sense of entitlement, promote 

the Lion Rock Spirit (core values of Hong Kong people), and link homeownership 

to social stability. 

The theme in the discourse around maturity shows that young people lack 

maturity, and are not only mentally and financially immature, but also personally 

underdeveloped. 

The theme in the discourse around life-style and preferences show that young 

people feel that having a choice is an important factor, in terms of tenure, physical 

environment, life plan, and life-style. 
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Dependency 
 

The discourse on the dependence of young people emphasises that they rely 

on support from family or the government to cope with their housing needs. The 

newspaper articles highlight their dependence on parents and/or the government.  

Dependence on parents 

The discourse on dependence on parents follows several lines of thought. 

There is the form of assistance that parents may offer, including the provision of 

shelter, and financial and non-financial support. Young people are said to rely on 

their parents for accommodations, and parents either allow them to stay in the 

parental home longer or take the initiative to plan their future. Young adults who 

continue to stay in their parental home are considered as “mama’s boy” or 

“overage children” (Article 16). The provision of shelter by parents for the long 

term sustains the discourse of youth dependence, and that this dependence has 

now become a “social problem” (Article 16).  

“Adult children stay in the parental home and are taken care by 
parents…this is a social problem worldwide” (Article 16) 

For families who are more well off, the parents may provide the down 

payment for a flat as a loan or gift. Those with better knowledge of the current 

housing policy may assist their children in applying for a subsidised flat or PRH, 

or even do it on their behalf. 

Second, the news articles argue that the dependence of young people on their 

parents is a global trend and this perspective has been perpetuated for many years. 

This trend of dependence has led to the creation and dissemination of new lexical 

terms throughout the media. For example, one of the articles use terms that 

describe Japanese young people as “parasitic singles”, “elderly-devouring young 

adults” in mainland China and “socially withdrawn young people” or “NEET” 

(Not in Employment, Education or Training) in Hong Kong (Article 7). These 

terms have become widely used but their meaning has never been clarified. The 

terms have now become the new stigmatised label of youth who have reached the 

age of independent living but remain in the parental home. 

Third, the articles provided the “reasons” that parents offer help, and the 
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consequent “impacts”. Structurally oriented explanations, such as “house prices 

are beyond young people’s affordability” and lack of government support (Article 

99) or mortgage issues are discussed later in this section. Discourses associated 

with the inabilities of young people primarily contribute to these structurally 

oriented explanations. Unlike the policy discourse on homeownership which only 

focuses on the positive aspects, there are discourses on both the positive and 

negative impacts of homeownership. The former associates homeownership with 

the sense of responsibility instilled in young people (Article 37). The latter 

suggests that a culture of dependency is cultivated among the younger generation 

as parents are overly supportive. These phenomena are not just confined to Hong 

Kong, but also other places in Asia (Article 93). Parents will have no choice but to 

offer financial assistance if young people want/need to achieve independent living. 

Otherwise, even married couples live apart as they continue to reside in their own 

parental home. This arrangement will also delay their own family planning 

(Article 74). 

“A well-known blogger pointed out, owning your own little 
paradise is the dream of every married couple. Currently, there is 
no sign of house prices falling, and young couples cannot afford 
to buy. ‘Without HK$2 million dollar as down payment, buying 
a unit in Hong Kong is just wishful thinking; it is actually 
impossible. The fact is, the majority of young people need 
support from their parents to pay the down payment. I am 
worried that ‘living separately after marriage’ will become the 
cultural norm in Hong Kong” (Article 74). 

Dependence on government 

The discourse on dependence on the government has resulted in the 

emergence of a discourse of irresponsibility, which suggests that young people are 

free riders in society. In 2005, the Housing Authority (HA) launched the QPS 

which led to a discussion on young people and their right to PRH. People who 

support and are against the QPS all expressed their views in the newspapers. 

Some would agree with the HA tightening of the application criteria to prevent 

more youth applicants. The tightening not only serves for rational use of public 

resources, but also prevents young people from developing “the habit of 

depending on the government” (Article 1). 
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“The Housing Authority does not want young people to be PRH 
residents at such a young age. This is not discrimination. Young 
people are relatively more able bodied, have better learning 
abilities, and are more flexible. Therefore, they should be 
encouraged to be self-reliant, so that they do not develop the 
habit of depending on the government” (Article 1 ) 

Prior to 2010, the discourses mainly focused on whether young people 

should or should not apply for PRH. They are said to be making complaints 

against the government and are waiting to apply for housing welfare, including 

taking steps to “apply for grants and loans to pay for tuition fees” or “applying for 

public rental housing once they reach the age of 18”38. An argument that is used to 

sustain the discourses is that young people are compared with the older generation. 

When the two different generations are compared in terms of the economy in 

Hong Kong, the media will easily conclude that young people tend to rely on the 

government. For example, the media argues that the economic success of Hong 

Kong and economic transformation are not guided by the government, but driven 

by the general public. However, since the younger generation are “not willing to 

take risks”, they can only hope that the government will provide them with work 

opportunities upon graduation. They anticipate a salary that is higher than their 

market value, and think that they will be able to purchase a flat after working for 

few years. If this does not happen, they want the government to supply more low 

priced and subsidised flats (Article 12).  

In this sense, the media has constructed a discourse in which dependence on 

government support is not a norm or part of the culture in Hong Kong. The 

previous generations of young people were more hardworking and risk taking so 

that they could attain their own goals, which led to the economic success of Hong 

Kong.  

  

                                                 
38 The lowest age eligible for PRH application is 18 year old. Young people at 18 usually still 

pursuing study which have no income, hence, they reached both age and income requirement.  
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Personal Contributions 
 

Personal contributions and efforts are often discursively linked to success in 

discourses of the media. The discursive construction of the “Lion Rock Spirit”39 

is prevalent in the media, celebrity blogs or even government speeches to 

represent the spirit of Hong Kong. The Lion Rock Spirit is considered the core 

ethos that has led to the economic success of Hong Kong (Ma, 2015). This so 

called spirit is epitomized by mottos, such as “never giving up” (Ng, Li, Fang, & 

Ng, 2010), or identified as a type of unique Hong Kong “Chinese” identity (Ng, 

2007) or constructed as the “collective spirit” of Hong Kong people (Chu, 2007). 

In the discussion by the media on young people housing, this spirit is said to be 

inherent for the process of obtaining housing. For example, the Lion Rock Spirit 

was an integral part of the discussion in 2010 on the possibility that the 

government would re-launch the ‘Home Starter Loan Scheme’ for young people. 

Along the lines of personal contributions, it is evident that there is also the 

emergence of a discourse on self-reliance (versus “sense of entitlement”) with the 

Lion Rock Spirit. The young generation is compared with the older generation. 

The older generation who lived in poverty but struggled to find their own way is 

contrasted with the young generation who are now applying for PRH once they 

are 18 years old (Article 94). An article titled “Organisations oppose re-launch of 

‘Home Starter Loan Scheme’ which may lead to economic downturn’ quoted a 

comment made by a local independent free-market think tank: “The Lion Rock 

Institute has always promoted a free market, and the Chief Executive of the 

institute, Mr Wong, is opposed to the government re-launching the ‘Home Starter 

Loan Scheme’ to assist citizens to achieve homeownership” (Article 26). The Lion 

Rock Institute is opposed to any help from the government and in quoting Mr. 

Wong, the article establishes a link between “Lion Rock Spirit” and free market, 

and the comment is used to demonstrate that a government who offers assistance 

would encourage homeownership without considering whether home buyers can 

                                                 
39 The origin of the “Lion Rock Spirit” is based on a 1970s television series called “Below the 

Lion Rock” (Chu, 2007). The series focused on grassroots families who were living in a public 
housing estate and their struggles with a pro-active attitude. The theme song has positive and 
encouraging lyrics that underscore the “collective spirit” of Hong Kong people; “they can excel 
again and again under the most adverse conditions by clinging to each other as if in the same boat” 
(p. 48). 
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afford to do so in long term. The Lion Rock Spirit suggests that achieving 

homeownership should not incur any government assistance, not even government 

loans.  

Another article attempted to integrate this spirit to analyse young people 

housing. The author is opposed to government subsidisation of the home purchase 

of young people, and counter proposed that the government should focus on 

encouraging and assisting young people to start a business. In doing so, this will 

rebuild their confidence, and incur the ‘Lion Rock’ fighting spirit that has led 

Hong Kong to success (Article 31).  

“The author suggests that the government should encourage 
young people to start their own business instead of subsidising 
them to buy a flat. This would rebuild their confidence, and 
ignite the ‘Lion Rock’ spirit that made Hong Kong a success” 
(Article 31). 

The media exemplified behaviour that was associated with the Lion Rock 

Spirit, for example, when a young person tries his/her best to achieve a goal at all 

cost (Article 39). However, the Lion Rock Spirit in itself is controversial. It 

encapsulates ’the ability to achieve economic success through hard work’, but 

surely this statement would not apply to every generation (Ortmann, 2015). The 

abstractness of this spirit is problematic and arguably resonates only with a certain 

group of Hong Kong people, particularly those born in the 50s or 60s. This group 

of people feels that there is a direct link between personal contributions and 

economic development, which ultimately they are the beneficiaries of. Thus, they 

are able to make economic advancements or even occupy high social and 

economic positions in society. One of the articles suggested that the “Lion Rock 

Spirit” has different connotations depending if it is the perspective of the 

grassroots or that of tycoons. The grassroots consider this spirit as a form of 

mutual help and hard work, while the tycoons use this spirit for exploitation and 

success (Article 40). 

“Why do tycoons succeed and poor people lose out? That is 
because average folks subscribe to mutual help and hard work as 
part of their ‘Lion Rock’ spirit of while the tycoons take 
advantage of others and do nothing to help others as part of their 
Lion Rock Spirit” (Article 40 ). 



 

113 

The “Lion Rock Spirit” was prevalent in the 70s. Recently, another term has 

emerged in the media which is similar to the Lion Rock Spirit. The term is called 

the “McDull clan”, which refers to young people who struggle to purchase houses 

on their own. Although the ‘McDull clan’ is struggling, they stay positive and 

continue to pursuit their goals without asking for the help of their parents (Article 

30). As house prices are high in Hong Kong, personal contributions are thus even 

more highly appreciated in this type of media discourse.  

“McDull is an ordinary piglet from an average family, but that 
does not bother him. He has a positive attitude towards life and 
tries very hard to achieve his dreams. The ‘McDull clan’ refers 
to young grass-roots who dream of owning a flat. They do not 
ask for their parents’ help even if house prices are high, but 
work very hard to make their dreams come true. An online 
survey shows that over 90% of the respondents think that they 
are a member of this clan, which implies that the problem of 
high house prices is affecting many young people” (Article 30).  

A key person in the media could also drive discourse towards a certain 

direction. In this study, the personal contribution to media discourse is that of Shih 

Wing-ching, Chairman and investor of am730, who also has a column in the paper. 

He often promotes a “discourse on self-reliance”. This discourse emphasises the 

attainment of homeownership through personal hard work and without assistance 

from the government. He emphasises personal contributions to society, hard work 

and proactivity to attain homeownership in a private market (Article 2). In order 

to motivate young people to work harder, their goals should be realistic. Mr Shih 

sustains his argument by suggesting that the government formulate a policy that 

could facilitate young people to become homeowners. If young people are very 

determined to be homeowners, they will find a way (Article 2).  

“If young people are determined to buy a flat, they will force 
themselves to save for the down payment instead of squandering 
away the money” (Article 2). 

The media also argues that young people are not incapable, as they have 

more education, better technological support and enjoy a life with more 

convenience (Article 51). Yet they are also less committed to work. Shih also 

stressed that young people should find their own value and live a meaningful life 
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through work. Parent should allow young people to help themselves (Article 9). 

Those who have attained higher education should not compete for government 

resources, such as PRH. The intensive competition for public resources will 

eventually cause the deterioration of living standards in Hong Kong as a whole 

(Article 14).  

Non-homeowners, especially young people, are already very unhappy 

(Article 32) and eventually, there will not be harmony in society (Article 41 and 

Article 42).  

“The house prices of Hong Kong are already distorted by 
investors from mainland China. The majority of young people in 
Hong Kong therefore feel that homeownership is not possible. 
Eventually, harmony of the society will be destroyed” (Article 
41). 

Shih also pointed out that the general public may even suspect that the 

government is protecting the interests of investors or private developers (Article 

45). One key question that then arises under this theme is how would young 

people achieve homeownership through their own efforts. The media discussions 

were then extended to the role of the government. It has been suggested that the 

government should on the one hand address the housing expectations of young 

people (Article 95), but on the other hand, reserve land to develop housing for 

purchase by young people (Article 47). Otherwise, negative backlash due to 

inability to be homeowners will lead to youth disputes or even social unrest 

(Article 48).  

The discussions on the personal contributions of young people have focused 

on whether young people are willing to make an effort to achieve homeownership. 

Then there is the question of finding the ways to facilitate their personal 

contributions. Homeownership is therefore an indicator and measure of one’s 

efforts and abilities. 
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Maturity 
 

In transitioning from childhood to adulthood, young people are expected to 

increase in maturity. In general, young people in this era are being criticized as 

immature. The discourse on maturity emphasises that young people are seemingly 

dependent both in terms of behaviour and finances, and are oblivious to real life 

problems. The media say that they are not hard working enough, are dependent on 

their parents in all aspects and do not have a long term plan.  

A number of reasons are provided by the media to explain for the lack of 

maturity of young people. One of the more popular reasons is that parents spoil 

their children and are over protective. Young people are expected to behave in 

certain ways as they transition towards adulthood, such as “working hard”, 

“sharing household expenses”, “being financially independent”, “having an 

awareness of their health” (Article 76), which means that this transition includes 

both financial capability and a mature attitude at home. Some articles highlight 

the characteristics of those who are ‘capable’ and ‘successful’, for example, a 

financially well off parent who has required his/her child to earn his/her own 

pocket money since high school (Article 67). The child then becomes independent 

and establishes his/her career at a much earlier time than his/her peers. The media 

has also discussed the relationship between the maturity of young people and 

housing. First, young people who are not aspiring to become homeowners are 

considered to be immature. They are also accused of being “irresponsible”, 

“financially dependent” and “lack life planning”. Therefore, these immature 

young people will eventually become part of the “NEET group” or a “married 

parasite” (Article 84), and they would eventually reduce the competitiveness of 

Hong Kong. 

“A recent survey pointed out that young people in Hong Kong 
are immature, do not have sense of responsibility, are financially 
dependent, and do not plan their life. If this situation continues, 
the competitiveness of Hong Kong will be reduced by this large 
group of ‘NEET or ‘married parasites’” (Article 84). 

Young people are not only immature in terms of their characteristics, but also 

financially immature and the housing price renders flats much beyond their ability 

to purchase. Young people who are in the early stages of their career often have 



 

116 

unstable and relatively lower income, therefore, independent living is not one of 

their immediate priorities. Many homeowners save money for many years, and 

then purchase a small to medium second-hand flat. They will then move to a 

bigger and better flat when their situation improves financially. This is called the 

“health and stable housing ladder” (Article 27 and Article 28). In this sense, 

young people should either work very hard, reduce their daily expenses to save 

more money for a down payment, or wait for the right moment (Article 57).  

Young people have also been described by the media to have an immature 

personality. That is, they blame others instead of working harder, which leads to 

the conclusion that young people have an immature personality. It is also not 

uncommon to find arguments related to personal contributions in the media. Apart 

from comparing the willingness of putting forth personal effort between the older 

and younger generations, another comparison is the effort that young people make, 

and their expectations. That is, personal contributions also require a process of 

sacrifice (Article 58).  

“He had to sacrifice many things during the process (of saving 
up to buy a flat). Except for transportation and other daily 
expenses, he saved all of his income for a future down payment. 
Approximately 10 years later, he successfully purchased a unit 
in a more remote area” (Article 58). 

Some would argue that young people have unrealistic housing goals, such as 

their desire to become a homeowner of a very nice first-hand unit shortly after 

graduation (Article 79). The author of an article titled “A Few Words on being fair 

about 177 sq. ft.” (Article 79) was critical of young people who complained about 

the high house prices. When a flat is beyond what one could afford, young people 

“should lower their expectations and find another one, or even not buy one, rather 

than complain about the government”. When young people do not have enough 

money to buy a flat, this is also “not the fault of property developers”, instead, 

they should give up other types of consumption and compromise because this is 

reality. 
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Life-style and Preferences  
 

Apart from how much young people can afford in purchasing housing, the 

media discourse also suggests that young people have their own unique life-style 

and housing preference. There is a strong discourse of ‘personal choice’. 

Discourses of personal choice emphasise that options are available in the market 

and young people are free agents who make their own choice. The discourses 

include the flat size, tenure, location and other elements that are affecting housing 

choice.  

First, the discussions on tenure choice in the newspapers only focus on 

renting or buying, although other options are available. Owner-occupied and 

rental housing are other forms of housing consumption. However, the 

pro-homeownership discourse dominates the media discourse. This in turn has 

been ingrained into the mind of young adolescents - high school students are now 

worried that they will not be able to purchase a unit when they grow up (Article 

97). 

“Social worker Wong Lok Man pointed out that young people 
are frustrated about their future…a junior high school girl told 
him that she is worried that she cannot buy a flat in the future, 
which would disappoint her parents” (Article 97). 

Related to the concerns and expectations of young people, the media from 

time to time will report on young single PRH applicants (Article 65) which shows 

a discursive change in that the choice of tenure is changing in the younger 

generation. 

Secondly, the discursive construction of choice of physical environment, 

which is related to the discussion of size, location, and facilities. Some would 

argue that young people have a different perception of the “basic requirements”. 

For example, they are more concerned about facilities and the clubhouse (Article 

6). A similar statement was made by a government official, then Financial 

Secretary, John Tsang Chun-wah, who commented about young people’s housing 

on his official online blog (Tsang, 2010). Tsang commented young people who are 

“the Fourth Generation” of Hong Kong people (those born in the 70s to 90s) 

request not only homeownership, but also other amenities such as a swimming 
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pool or a clubhouse as well as demand a certain level of privacy. The media 

interpreted his blog differently. They questioned his understanding of young 

people. Not all “Fourth Generation” Hong Kong people have such “unrealistic” 

expectations for homeownership (Article 17 and Article 19).  

However, some supported Tsang, and indicated that young people demand 

the best, and therefore private developments provide exactly that type of property 

to meet market expectations (Article 38). Some argued that affordable housing 

does exist (such as older units, second hand HOS or PRH), but young people will 

not consider them because these types of housing have less potential to increase in 

price (Article 13). 

“Hongkongers buy a unit not simply for their housing needs, as 
investment value is also considered. That is why there are many 
inexpensive flats that are not being considered by home buyers 
because they lack investment value” (Article 13).  

Thirdly, there is the discursive construction of choosing a life plan. The 

discussion on life course in Chapter 3 suggests that marriage leads to the 

transition towards homeownership. When the media presents stories related to 

marriage, how young people/ the couple make their decision to rent or buy is also 

discussed. Although the ability to come up with a down payment is a necessity, 

homeownership is nevertheless considered as a better decision over renting as it is 

more “long term” and “stable” (Article 6). Meanwhile, some would consider that 

saving money for homeownership is not rational because homeownership itself is 

“impossible” at the given market prices. So young people would rather spend the 

money on their wedding banquet and honeymoon trip (Article 46). 

“Many young couples who married recently are young , they are 
usually in their early 20s, and financially unstable. The wedding 
is paid partly by the parents, partly from money borrowed from 
others. When enough money is raised for the wedding, the event 
pulls out all the stops, such as taking pre-wedding photos in 
Taiwan, going on a honeymoon trip to the Maldives and so on. 
They really know how to enjoy life” (Article 46). 

The discourse on life-goals suggests that young people should achieve 

homeownership since this is one of their life goals. Stories of successful young 

homeowners are presented in the discourse. For example, one of the writers used 
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the case of post-80s young people as an example (Article 58). They were earning 

around $11,000 each month, which approximates the salary of other fresh 

graduates. As homeownership was the goal of one of the persons of interest since 

university graduation, he worked very hard and gained the appreciation of his 

supervisor. After 10 years of hard work and saving money, he eventually bought a 

flat in a more remote area of the city. Such life stories are presented as “model 

cases” and used to “encourage” all and particularly young non-homeowners that 

homeownership is still possible nowadays. However, some would argue that 

housing is not the only goal of young people. In the past, the four major indicators 

of life achievement were homeownership, purchase of a car, marriage and having 

child(ren). Now that the cost of homeownership is too excessive, young people 

would rather reallocate their time and money to other attainable life goals, for 

example, “having a pet” (Article 10) or “starting a business” (Article 82 and 

Article 90).  

Fourthly, there is the discursive construction of the choice of life-style. The 

discourse on life-style suggests that young people have their preferences, so they 

do not explore other housing options. Housing is only one of the many household 

expenses, and it is not the most important one to young people. Even if the parents 

provided the down payment, young people are not willing to shoulder the monthly 

repayment because there are other expenses that need to be addressed (Article 80). 

Young people, especially young parents who are residing in sub-divided units, 

need the money for other household expenses (Article 81).  

“A PRH unit is not just a place to live, but also a hopeful means 
to improve the living standards [of sub-divided unit tenants]. 
The money saved from paying a low rent can be spent on the 
education of children and other life aspects” (Article 81). 

Many young people also do not consider homeownership so that they would 

not risk foreclosure if they cannot pay the monthly mortgage (Article 4). 

Therefore, housing can be subjective. Some young people like to “live on their 

own” and only need a place to sleep at night, so that they only require living space 

that is low in cost, such as a sub-divided unit (Article 53).  

“Young people nowadays like to live independent from home, 
interact with strangers, and they also do not cook. They only 



 

120 

need a place to take a shower and sleep, so a sub-divided unit 
fits their needs” (Article 53).  

Evidently, these young people would prefer to pursue a simple life (Article 

39). However, some articles also pointed out that young people nowadays have 

been raised in an environment that provides them with more resources, and hence, 

they have developed more “bad habits” in their life-style, such as requiring more 

living space for luxury items, for example, a coffee machine, red wine storage 

cabinets, golf sets, etc. (Article 63).  

Thus, young people are presented as having the choice of independent living. 

As independent living is a matter of choice, the housing market is therefore 

responding to market demand. Young people live in sub-divided units because this 

is their choice. When the housing price/rent of a targeted flat is beyond 

affordability, it is also the responsibility of young people, who have made the 

wrong life choices and therefore cannot buy/rent certain types of housing. 

 

5.2.2. Structurally-oriented themes 
 

The following discourse themes in the newspaper articles are found to be 

structurally-oriented: housing provision system, social mobility, social cohesion 

and policy development.  

The discourse theme on the housing provision system argues that the 

structural causes of housing problems are due to: (1) increases in production costs, 

(2) smaller flats as a result of market demand due to demand by young people, (3) 

changes in economic cycle, and (4) market failure.  

The discourse theme on social mobility discusses the possibilities of upward 

mobility. The media presents both successful and unsuccessful stories  

The discourse theme on social cohesion argues between “rational and 

reasonable resource allocation” against “discrimination of young people”. 

Finally, the discourse theme on policy development argues for more 

government responsibility. The role of the government should not be merely 

instrumental. However, there is a discursive shift in responsibility, from that of the 

government to young people. 
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Housing Provision System  
 
Apart from the government itself who is the supplier of PRH, the housing 

market is considered by the government as an important resource in housing 

provision. There is a discourse on market determination in that the production and 

consumption of housing are said to be purely based on market operations. The 

media attempts to identify the causes of the housing problem, and reveal a number 

of structural causes, including increases in production cost due to the structural 

changes in the labour market. The private housing market is affected by housing 

demand (i.e. young people) and the economic cycle.  

In contrast, there is also a discourse on market failure which points to the fact 

that the market cannot solve every housing problem, especially the housing 

problems of young people who are less privileged.  

Some of the articles (For example Article 77 and Article 46) would argue that 

young people are overly protected and unwilling to work in construction sites, so 

that the related positions have to provide a higher wage to attract young people. 

Therefore, as the costs of production increase due to wages, young people will 

find it even more difficult to afford housing even if the government increases the 

land supply (Article 77). However, the media blames the construction workers (in 

which young people are included) for their unwillingness to work at given wage 

instead of putting the blame on the developer/contactor for selling at exorbitant 

prices and making a huge amount of profit. 

“Construction workers are overpaid… construction costs have 
increased a lot, many construction projects are over budgeted… 
The homeownership of young people has become more difficult 
to achieve because the government can increase the land supply 
but cannot lower the house prices. That is, increases in land 
supply can only lower the land price, but not the construction 
cost” (Article 77). 

Secondly, the housing market also operates in response to the needs of young 

people. Young people have relatively fewer financial resources, so developers 

respond by building smaller units for them. Therefore, despite house price 

increases, young people can still purchase a flat. Thus, the existing form of 

housing can be changed to meet the wider needs of consumers (Article 79). It is 

also proposed that as young people housing is part of the market demand, the 
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government should make efforts to facilitate the demand with good policies in 

place that have integrity and actually help young people/housing problem. For 

example, they should put into place policies for inappropriate sub-divided units so 

that they are replaced with appropriate sub-divided units (Article 53). 

Thirdly, changes in the economy also contributes to the housing problem. A 

popular discourse in the media is that young graduates who graduate during an 

economic recession can only find work with low wages. Therefore they are 

reluctant to purchase a home. However, the media is confident that their 

purchasing power will improve when the economy recovers (Article 5): 

“A group of potential buyers are in the market for flats. They are 
the graduates who graduated from school between 2002 and 
2005. However, during the economic recession, wages were low 
so that they could not buy a unit. With improvements in the 
economy, their accumulated purchasing power is expected to 
also improve” (Article 5). 

Fourthly, the media recognises that there is market failure. During the 

summer of 2009, a television drama series called “Dwelling Narrowness” about a 

group of hardworking young people who are struggling to address housing 

problems was broadcasted. The term was then widely adopted by Hong Kong 

people, and this generated questions in the general public about the housing 

market and young people housing problem. Some criticized the developers for not 

responding to the housing needs of young people, instead only maximising the 

profit margin of each unit. That is, property developers build luxury properties 

with a swimming pool and club house, so that they can charge more money 

(Article 33).  

“In recent years, property developers are leaning towards 
properties that are ‘luxury-ised’, that is, even for medium-small 
units, there is a luxurious interior design and other facilities 
available (such as a club house, gym facilities, swimming pool) 
which are used to attract buyers. However, there’s no such thing 
as a free lunch. Buyers are actually shouldering the cost” 
(Article 33). 

Therefore, it is evident from the discourse that young people cannot 

transition to independent living not because they are not hardworking, but because 

the market structure restricts them (Article 78).  
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Social Mobility 
 

Social mobility issues have been often presented in the newspaper articles, 

and they ponder about “opportunities” for upward mobility (Article 43). 

“Do the ‘post-80s’ and ‘post-90s’ have more or fewer 
opportunities compared to the older generation? Is it even 
possible that a young person can earn his/her first HK$1million 
before reaching 25 years old? These are popular issues of debate 
in Hong Kong” (Article 43). 

This discourse of upward mobility has established a relationship between 

social mobility and housing. The assumption is that with the possibility of upward 

social mobility, young people have more chances to move toward homeownership. 

This is how the media discusses social mobility, based on this assumption. 

Statistics show that even though the amount of education received has increased 

per se, the average median income of young people has remained unchanged in 

the past ten years. The impact of social mobility on housing is mainly premised on 

its relation to affordability. Less opportunities for social mobility affect other life 

events, such as homeownership, marriage and family planning which all need to 

be postponed (Article 68). Management positions or positions in a large company 

are usually monopolised by privileged and educated young people or those who 

have returned from overseas. Young people from less privileged backgrounds start 

working in small to medium companies in a junior position. They spend more 

time and more effort in order to be promoted to a more senior position. Therefore, 

homeownership seems even more out of reach if they have to struggle so much 

even in terms of employment (Article 72). 

In the themes that are agency-oriented, the suggestion is that young people 

nowadays have more opportunities and resources. Although the discourse in the 

media indicates that young people are facing financial challenges, opportunities 

still continue to exist in many industries such as insurance, finance, or property 

development (Article 49). Therefore, whether young people can solve their 

housing problem depends on their “choice” (of employment) and “personal effort” 

(whether they really want to do so). 

The discourse of upward mobility has been challenged but not on the link 

between social mobility and housing. Whether opportunities exist for upward 
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social mobility has been challenged. The media discourse argues that young 

people nowadays have fewer opportunities for upward mobility (Article 87). The 

media would interview “successful” persons and solicit their advice for young 

people. Most of the time, the advice is usually telling young people to work harder 

and not complain. One such “successful person”, Li Ka-shing, claims that “society 

is not unfair to young people” (Article 75). The validity of their advice in such 

articles stories is ambiguous because society has changed. Personal efforts are 

downplayed by lack of opportunity for upward mobility. This implies that the 

same “successful” person is less likely to success if s/he is a young person today 

(Article 52).  

“People asked me about the differences between my generation 
and the older generation, but I cannot give an answer. I have not 
experienced another generation. But the situation of my 
generation was created by my predecessors. If Mr Li is a 
post-80s, what would his life be like? …He [Mr Li] might turn 
off the television in a life where property developers rule, and 
continue to go to work as a security guard” (Article 52) 

Social Cohesion  
 

The discourse theme on social cohesion refers to the discourse that associates 

young people housing with social stability and social conflict. The discourse 

focuses on resource allocation and the reaction of young people to the current 

social situation.  

The discourse on resource allocation vetoes the idea that young people 

should expect support from the government, particularly in terms of PRH 

applications. On the other hand, a discourse on “discrimination of young people” 

has subsequently emerged. The government is said to be discriminating young 

people by imposing policy measures that do not favour them. Housing resource 

allocation and housing problems are considered to be the causes of social conflicts 

(Article 41). The discourse on resource allocation suggests that young people are 

not disadvantaged and should not opt to use public resources, and the general 

criteria for eligibility of these resources should be tightened (Article 1).  

“The fact is, the original application criteria were too loose, 
nearly every young person has the chance to apply for PRH. 
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Therefore the HA is forced to tighten the requirements…I know 
a young person who asked his company not to increase his 
wages because he is applying for PRH, and does not want his 
income to exceed the income range eligible for PRH” (Article 
1). 

As young people are relatively capable of earning a living and have greater 

potential to move up the social ladder, housing resources should therefore be 

given to disadvantaged groups such as the elderly or families instead of single 

households of young individuals (Article 1). Some even propose that further 

conditions should be added to PRH applications to exclude young people who are 

more highly educated. University graduates are elites who have exceptional 

potential to become homeowners (Article 56). University graduates who apply for 

PRH are considered to be an “embarrassment” and competing for resources with 

the disadvantaged groups (Article 65). Young people are considered to have less 

or no housing needs because they “can stay home with their parents until they 

achieve financial independence” (Article 14). 

The discourse on the “discrimination of young people” indicates that shelter 

is a basic human need regardless of age. However, both the public and 

government have claimed that “old people have greater housing needs” and hence 

imposed the QPS in PRH applications (Article 55). The QPS always places young 

applicants at the bottom of the housing queue. This is of course, discrimination: 

“The key factor of the quote and points system is to put young 
people at the end of the waiting list. At a result, just like a young 
person who was interviewed in a newspaper said: just have to 
wait and see who lives longer (to become eligible for PRH). 
Some have pointed out that the system discriminates young 
people and singles. However, I don’t agree that PRH will create 
laziness so young people will lose their fighting spirit (to 
achieve more in life)’” (Article 55) 

Another type of discrimination revealed by the media discourse is that single 

person households have the lowest priority in HOS applications. Young people are 

thus being marginalised in both PRH and subsidised homeownership policies 

(Article 91). Their rights are eliminated because of a power imbalance (Article 83), 

and their housing needs are being neglected (Article 3). It is argued that there is 

no causal relationship among age, education level and income. It was suggested 
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that single person households are even being marginalised in the private rental 

market (Article 96). Young people are described as ‘moisture’, which means that 

they are not important and should be removed. However, tightening the eligibility 

criteria for housing so that they exclude university graduates is “punishment 

toward educated” and “discrimination of the singles” (Article 73).  

“A spokesperson of the ‘Dwelling Narrowness tribe’ (young 
people who cannot afford housing) criticised that young PRH 
applicants should not be described as ‘moisture’. There is 
mean-testing in the existing PRH system, and it is not necessary 
to add other screening means. Income and education level have 
no direct linkage, so the proposed additional screening is 
actually ‘punishment toward the educated…discrimination of 
the singles’. He also pointed out that the government should 
increase the number of PRH units instead of amending the QPS” 
(Article 73). 

Apart from social harmony, the media also discusses the impact of housing 

problems on family harmony. Stories are reported that reflect how housing 

impacts personal life. Young people have failed to transition to independent living 

even after marriage and formation of a new household. The lack of private living 

space affects sexual intercourse between the married couple, which may 

eventually lead to divorce (Article 85). The Gini coefficient in Hong Kong 

presented by the Census and Statistic Department is 0.537 (Census and Statistics 

Department, 2012), which implies that there is less possibility that young people 

today can make their own living through hard work (Mok, 2015). Young people 

face serious problems of inflation and income polarisation. Therefore, perhaps 

instead of reporting that “young university graduates applying for PRH is the 

same as giving up their future” (Article 90), it could be presented more as “the 

public rental housing system has decided to give up on young people” (Article 94). 

In this sense, more of this type of discourse would encourage young people to 

voice their housing needs against such current social injustice (Article 22). 

  



 

127 

Policy Development 
 

The government has an important role in formulating housing policies and 

regulating the housing market. There is therefore a media discourse on 

government responsibilities. The government is expected to work in certain ways to 

fulfil the expectations of stakeholders. All stakeholders can comment on the 

government housing policies, and even private developers and property agents 

point out that the government has a critical role. The government should ensure that 

the housing needs of different groups of people, such as the “sandwich class” and 

“young people”, are addressed through different means (Article 54).  

In general, the comments on high house prices, and failure of government to 

offer support, are common grounds of agreement among the different stakeholders 

(Article 99). This is also supported by survey results (Article 24), interviews with 

the general public (Article 36), and columns written by key stakeholders (Article 

41, Article 100, and Article 101). The opinions of these groups differ in terms of 

“how” the government should intervene and with “what” means. Private 

developers and property agents suggest that the government should help young 

people transition to homeownership and impose anti-speculation measures. 

However, they disagree with building more PRH units. Comments from the 

middle class include the desire for the government to increase the supply of 

subsidised homeownership units or offer special grants and loans for housing. 

Comments from young people and the grassroots include the desire to see an 

increase in the supply of PRH units. Although the media sporadically reported the 

comments or speeches of government officials, no clear direction of policy 

development has been identified. The inherent message is that the “government 

should not intervene with the housing market” (Article 11). 

On the other hand, the politicians are reported to support a government 

increase in PRH units in order to please their voters (Article 59). These reports 

facilitate a media discourse that focuses on politically motivated purposes, which 

means that housing policies are used a means to facilitate political ends.  

“Young people have a positive attitude toward applying for PRH 
because of the politicians. They are targeted by politicians 
because at 18 years old, they are eligible for voting. Therefore, 
the politicians will not say things that will upset young people… 
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I believe that no politician will support the tightening of the 
PRH application criteria for young people, nor will they fight for 
building more PRH units” (Article 59). 

An article written by Fung Wai Kwong, Andrew (Information Co-ordinator 

appointed by the Chief Executive) shows that there is a causal relationship 

between the housing problem and young people who apply for PRH, and then 

accuses that someone has used the legal system to block the “PRH plan”. This 

discourse shows young people as the scapegoat by those taking legal action 

towards the government (Article 100). As government responsibilities have core 

importance, the article also linked social action as a means to demand government 

intervention. Thus, the discourse is that politicians are motivating young people to 

carry out particular actions. As well, the action/intentions of politicians to 

motivate individuals to carry out certain actions are only to achieve their political 

ends. For example, one of the articles reported that young people are open to 

applying for PRH mainly due to politicians who want their vote.  

Politicians and the media have reconstructed the meaning of an existing 

problem. If the focus is shifted from something that is the responsibility of the 

government to that of young people, social conflicts will increase and young 

people housing problem remain unsolved (Article 39).  
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5.3. Analysis of Text  
 

5.3.1. Analysis of Words  
 

Words Related to Young People  
 

Lexical changes can be found in both the policy papers and newspaper 

articles. The first lexical change in the text are the words related to “young 

people”. In the 1998 LTHS, “single person household” and “sandwich class” were 

mentioned, but they were not defined in detail. “Sandwich class” is in general 

broadly defined as families who are residing in neither PRH nor private housing. 

They do not meet the income cutoff for PRH as they are more financially well off. 

“Single person household” could refer to the household size, but “sandwich class” 

refers to households with a certain income level. The two terms could apply to the 

same groups of people; that is, young people may possibly be considered as both. 

The term “sandwich class” was then amended to “young managerial and 

professional couples” and defined as those “who contribute significantly to Hong 

Kong’s economic well-being”. In comparing the text that describes “sandwich 

class”, both “lack the resources” and “contribute significantly” are mentioned. 

The contribution does not mean the general well-being of Hong Kong society, but 

specifically “economic well-being”. This implies that subsidised housing is 

considered to be a form of compensation for personal contributions to the Hong 

Kong economy.  

In the LTHS 2014and Milestones 2014, “young people” has been finally 

taken into consideration as a group, and a general term that defines a group of 

people. However, no definition is provided for the members of the group. The 

papers highlight the apprehensions and concerns of the government. The situation 

of “young people” is not addressed. In addition, “young people” are placed into 

the same group as “non-elderly single-person applicant” in terms of the QPS. 

Although the concept of “young people” is ambiguous in the policy documents, it 

is apparent that this group has the least priority in the housing policies. 

The wordings that are used to describe young people in newspaper articles 

are more complex. The newspapers use different wordings which imply different 

meanings and beliefs associated with young people. These include the “post-80s” 
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(e.g. Article 18, Article 64, and Article 98), “Generation Y”/“Generation X” (e.g. 

Article 15), “The Fourth Generation” (e.g. Article 35), and “new generation” (e.g. 

Article 86). These labels are more than describing someone of a certain age 

because they have socio-economic and political connotations.  

In general, young people are more often labelled as the “post-80s”. This 

shows a different conception of young people in the media discourse. The term 

“post-80s” is used to define those who are born 1980 or later. However, it is not a 

term that refers to that particular cohort, but instead the underlying meaning are 

those who have been “passionately involved in political and social affairs in 

post-handover Hong Kong” (Groves et al., 2014, p. 835). There are newspaper 

articles that have replaced young people with “post-80s”, indicating that they are 

the same with political implications (e.g. Article 18 and Article 22). “Generation” 

is also considered as an identifiable group marker of individuals who share certain 

characteristics, such as birth year, age, location and significant life events (Kwok, 

2012). “The fourth generation” is a term used by Lui (2007) in his study of the 

different cohorts in Hong Kong. The study defines them as a group of disgruntled 

youths who were born between 1976 and 1990. This generation is linked to those 

who face the lack of opportunities to move upward socially (Lui, 2007). The 

newspaper articles report that the government officials have adopted this term, but 

they do not mean disgruntled and disadvantaged youth. Instead, their use of “the 

fourth generation” is associated with terms such as “life-style”, “traveling” and 

“club house”. This produces the socio-implication that the younger generation 

have moved away from the norms and culture of the “Lion Rock Spirit”. 

“Generation X” are individuals born between 1963 and 1978 (Tulgan & Martin, 

2001). Young people, those in their late teens and 20s, of are then described as 

materialistic, pessimistic, and cynical (Arnett, 2000); “Generation Y” refers to the 

“demographic cohort born between the late 1970s and the late 1990s” (Kwok, 

2012). The use of “Generation X” and “Generation Y” in the newspaper articles 

do not come with defined details. Groves et al. (2014) suggested that the use of 

the terms “Generation X”, “Generation Y”, or “Millennials” might neglect the 

diversity of youth. The characterization of young people by the media discursively 

constructs two distinct groups within the youth cohort. That is, young people are 

reduced to two groups - they are either those who are dependent or those who are 

self-sacrificing. The former is associated with labels such as “NEET”, “parasitic 
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singles”, “elderly-devouring young adults”, “socially withdrawn young people”, 

and “married parasites”. These are also linked to the broader descriptions of the 

behaviour of young people, such as “immature”, “irresponsible”, “financially 

dependent” and “absence of life planning”. For the latter, wordings such as 

“hardworking youth”, “successful”, and “role model of wider youth community” 

can be found to describe them. The defining grounds of the use of these types of 

wordings to describe the two groups is their “economic contribution”, which is 

also stressed in the LTHS policy papers. The labelling also serves as a form of 

social control to legitimize the government housing policy as it is with the 

discourses of the general public.  

In this way, the media discourse uses the words of “new generation”, 

“post-80s” and “post 90s” to describe the behaviour and socio-economic 

situations of young people rather than using their age. Hence, this reveals a 

different conception of young people in the media discourse. The meaning of the 

words are contextual. Further examination reveals links with the broader social 

context. By further contrasting “new generation” with “Lion Rock Spirit”, the 

emphasis is then on the economic contributions and positive and hardworking 

attitudes of the older generation rather than the youth cohort. The only means that 

young people can eliminate the social stigma is through economical contributions, 

and thus the “economically successful” image presented by the media, which also 

implies their self-reliance of youth.  

 

Words Related to Housing 
 

The second lexical change in the text is related to affordable housing. In the 

policy papers, “affordable housing” is a major issue that the government has to 

address and has been mentioned in all of the LTHS policy papers, such as 

“adequate housing at an affordable price or rent” (LTHS 1987) and “adequate and 

affordable housing” (LTHS 1998; 2014). The LTHS 2014 stated that:  

“There is no common standard of adequate and affordable 
housing. Different societies, different segments within a society, 
or even different individuals may have their own views. Public 
housing units (including PRH and subsidised sale flats) are built 
to satisfy the housing needs of the relevant sectors of the 
community and are regarded as adequate housing. PRH and 
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subsidised sale flats are provided as affordable housing to those 
who cannot afford to rent or buy a unit in the private sector. 
Applicants for PRH and subsidised sale flats are subject to 
eligibility criteria on income and assets, and the rents of PRH 
and prices of subsidised sale flats are set with regard to the 
affordability of the target households. As for private housing, 
housing units that are not inadequate (i.e. not made up of 
temporary structures, not located in non-residential buildings, 
not shared with other households and not subdivided) should be 
regarded as adequate housing (see Chapter 2). In terms of 
affordability, by maintaining a healthy and stable private 
housing market, people could meet their housing needs in 
accordance with their means” (LTHS 2014, p. 3). 

“Adequate and affordable housing” has been used to highlight the focus of 

policy directions. However, how “adequate” and “affordable” are defined has 

changed. Since there is “no common standard”, the government is implying that 

what constitutes as adequate or affordable can be changed. Since there is “no 

common standard”, when certain groups of people find issue with house prices or 

their living environment, it is just a matter of their “own views”. The government 

further established their understanding of “adequacy” by contrasting it with text 

related to “not inadequate”, that is “not made up of temporary structures, not 

located in non-residential buildings, not shared with other households and not 

subdivided”. Thus, the meaning of adequate housing has discursively transformed. 

The government legitimise their action of provide housing at a very basic level.  

In addition to “affordable housing”, the term “affordability” has been used in 

both the 1998 and LTHS 2014s. In 1998, “the principle of affordability” only 

applied to establishing the rental levels of PRH units. In LTHS 2014, the 

government considered PRH and subsidised flats to be “affordable housing”, 

while the rent and price of flats are set with regard to their “affordability”. The use 

of “affordability” is also extended to people who are “meet(ing) their housing 

needs in accordance with their means” in the private housing market. Both 

“affordable housing” and “affordability” are fluid concepts. Academics in housing 

studies have debated over this issue in the last decade. The use of the two terms 

seems to be made in response to the housing needs of people. However, 

“affordable” could also be considered as to how much a person has to give up in 

order to exchange for the right to use space.  

The use of “affordable housing”, “affordability” and “adequate housing” can 
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also be found in the newspaper articles. The media discourse is that affordable 

housing can be attained through personal hard work, which means that it is also a 

personal issue instead of a structurally defined problem. Affordability has been 

linked not only to individual financial capacity, but also to the private housing 

market. LTHS 2014 stated that “maintaining a healthy and stable private housing 

market” is a key to address the affordability issue. It is also “one of the important 

housing policy objectives” (LTHS 2014, p.31). “Healthy and stable” development 

of the private housing market is a taken-for-granted concept. No definition is 

given by the government. The Hong Kong government is not the only entity that 

is using “healthy” and “stable” to describe the housing market. The Housing 

Market Renewal programme in the UK also aims to establish ‘a healthy housing 

market with balanced supply and demand’ in some of the most deprived areas in 

England (Nevin, 2010). Trebeck (2007) examined the CSR of the private sector 

and suggested that the need for a “healthy” and stable market should be included 

in regeneration. The “healthy” growth of the community means improved market 

opportunities and ability to source skilled local employees. Fields (2015) 

examined the post crisis representation of housing and noticed that a healthy 

housing market should have no more than one month of shadow inventory40, and 

the inventory should be easily absorbed without impacting house prices. Apart 

from describing the housing market, the term has also been used to describe the 

social elements in a society. Bacqué et al. (2015) indicated that the government in 

France put forth a three-layered representation of society in the 1930s and stressed 

that the availability of a middle class is a “healthy” and “stable” component of the 

nation. 

Instead of defining “healthy” and “stable” market, the LTHS 2014 directly 

introduces policy measures to achieve this “development”, that is, working on the 

“supply” and “demand” of the private markets. Private housing market is 

therefore determined by “housing demand” and “housing supply”. 

“Maintain the healthy and stable development of the private 
housing market through securing a stable supply of land and 

                                                 
40 “Shadow inventory” refers to housing that will be available but not yet on the market. 

These include properties in serious delinquency or already in the foreclosure process, and 
properties not sold at auctions become the real estate is owned by a financial institution that is 
holding the foreclosed mortgage (Fields, 2015). 
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implementation of demand-side management measures as and 
when necessary” (LTHS 2014, P. 4).  

“Housing needs” is not a term used in LTHS 1987, but used in the 

subsequence LTHS policy papers. “Housing demand” and “housing needs” are 

interchangeably used in the policy papers. However, they have different meanings 

(Mayo, Malpezzi, & Gross, 1986). Housing demand depends on the market to set 

the price; housing needs is more broadly defined, and independent of the private 

market (Watson & Niner, 2010), and viewed through the lens of socially accepted 

norms related to housing conditions41, as inadequacy of existing housing, which 

includes the consideration of suitability, affordability, and security of tenure (Ha, 

2002).  

In the policy papers, the meaning of “housing demand” and “housing needed” 

is standardized. “Housing demand” is calculated by using formula. In LTHS 1998, 

the government “adjusts the total housing need by a factor”, namely the 

“accommodation generation rate”, to arrive at the total housing demand (LTHS 

1998 p. 4). By using the word “adjust”, this implies that “housing needs” is 

something that can be changed and mediated. In describing the PRH policies, 

“genuine need” has been used as part of the discourse. This implies that housing 

needs can be further considered as “genuine” and “non-genuine” needs, that is, 

discursively classified into different categories. In LTHS 2014, housing demand 

was redefined as “the total number of new housing units required to provide 

adequate housing to each and every household over the long term” (Transport and 

Housing Bureau, 2014a, p. 17). The market which is the primary mechanism of 

meeting housing needs is the subject of the policy discourse. “Housing needs” in 

the policy paper are confined to those of a certain group, for example, “housing 

needs for the community” (LTHS 2014). Housing needs can also be “created”, for 

example, by the rate of squatter clearance (LTHS 1998). In this way, the particular 

meanings of housing demand and housing needs are constructed by the policy 

documents as by following government formulas which implicitly premises the 

private market as the normal supply source of housing, and households are 

responsible for meeting their housing needs through the market. Thus housing 

demand and housing needs refer to those who fail to follow the presumed pathway, 

                                                 
41 See the United Nations criteria on adequate housing (Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 2009). 
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and thus have “genuine housing needs”. 

In the newspaper articles, the media presents different views on “affordable 

housing”, “adequate housing”, “affordability”, “healthy and stable” housing 

market, “housing demand” and “housing needs”. 

The discourses on “affordable”, “adequate” and “affordability” are all 

relative to the household income and housing expectations. The media uses the 

term “management of expectations” to describe the housing market situation. The 

debate of whether there is a “healthy and stable” housing market has also been 

linked to the availability of “affordable” housing. Therefore, the meaning of 

“affordable” and “adequate” is not grounded on the beliefs of human rights and 

housing justice, but on the belief that a free market justifies demand and supply.  

Housing demand is found in the policy papers due to economic growth. 

However, in the literature, financial ability is one of the many factors that affects 

how young people transition toward independent living. “Housing needs” has 

been reworded in the newspapers, with terms like “homeownership needs” (e.g. 

Article 23), “independent housing needs” (e.g. Article 55), “immediate housing 

needs” (e.g. Article 101), and “urgent housing needs” (e.g. Article 61 and Article 

88). This shows that the newspapers echo the policy discourse, and the 

classification of need shows a residual ideology of housing. The government and 

the media construct PRH or subsidised housing as public welfare, so only people 

with “genuine needs” or “urgent housing needs” should utilise these benefits.  

 

Words Related to Young People Housing 
 

The third lexical change in the text is related to young people housing, 

particularly housing tenure. All of the LTHS papers aimed to examine ways to 

facilitate homeownership and the development of the private housing market. 

“We aim to provide PRH to the grassroots, help the lower to 
middle-income households meet their home ownership 
aspirations, maintain a healthy and stable private housing market, 
thereby rebuild the housing ladder.” (LTHS 2014, p. iii) 

The term “housing ladder” has been adopted by the government to describe 

the hierarchical nature of housing tenure. “Housing ladder” is a mix of type of 
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housing and type of tenure. The word is based on the ideology that home purchase 

is better than renting; and private housing is preferred over public/subsidised 

housing. “Housing ladder” is sometimes reworded with “homeownership ladder”. 

The rewording explicitly emphasises the importance of homeownership and the 

ultimate goal is homeownership in the private housing market.  

Homeownership is portrayed as making the “correct decision” (Article 21), 

providing a “secured return” (Article 5), housing for the “long term” (Article 20), 

and a reflection of “personal ability” (Article 71) in both the newspaper articles 

and policy papers. In an increasingly polarised society in terms of material 

distribution and assets, the possibility that every young people can achieve 

upward social mobility is questionable. Therefore, the texts represent the ideology 

of promoting the interests of the market and neoliberal governing as a reality 

despite being viewed as so by the government only. Overwording is used to 

emphasise or construct the concept of homeowner identity. The repetitive use of 

“upward mobility” and the synonymous “housing ladder” establishes that there is 

social advancement between residing in “public rental” and “private housing” 

Despite that high house prices have been the subject of continuous discontent, 

the newspapers use positive text to represent the changes in house prices, such as 

a “happy home purchase price” (Article 69). Words convey societal assumptions 

and values (Richardson, 2007). Homeownership is therefore facilitated through 

comments and advice from “housing experts”. These experts not only predict the 

private housing market behaviour, but also comment on government policy and 

analyse the housing behaviour of young people. As homeownership is an 

“important life goal” (Article 34), a “pre-requisition” of marriage (Article 8) and 

something that “should” be done if one is financially capable (Article 89), this is 

constructed as the only and the most preferred type of housing consumption. 

Although a counter argument exists, such as the availability of rental housing, the 

coverage in the newspapers is limited. There are only two options for young 

people housing: living with parents or owing a home. Private rental housing such 

as sub-divided units are found in media discourse, however, they are presented as 

a personal choice and the preference of a few young people. 
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5.3.2. Analysis of Metaphors 
 

Metaphors Related to Young People  
 

Young people are not the housing policy target in the first two LTHS policy 

papers (LTHS 1987 and 1998), therefore, no metaphors are found to be related to 

young people. However, they are one of the policy targets in LTHS 2014, in which 

young people are addressed as the “younger generation” or the “next generation”. 

Metaphors related to young people are also identified in the newspaper articles. 

Young people are labelled with unpleasant metaphors, such as “parasite” (e.g. 

Article 7, Article 62, and Article 84), “mama’s boy” or “overage children” (Article 

16). These labels are associated with dependency and taking advantage of others. 

Metaphors are “a way of depicting the unfamiliar experience in the light of a 

familiar one” (Liu, 2008, p. 63). The newspapers therefore describe young people 

as those who still depend on their parents even when they reach the age of 

independent living or those who take advantage of benefits offered by society.  

On the other hand, there is the metaphoric use of the “McDull family” to 

describe young people who work very hard to meet their housing needs (Article 

30). The term is associated with the cultural history of Hong Kong. “McDull” is 

an anthropomorphic young pig who lives with his mother in a poverty stricken 

housing area on the Kowloon side of Hong Kong. This is an original Hong Kong 

creation with characters who demonstrate the Lion Rock Spirit (Ingham, 2007, p. 

190). It is also a construction of the preferred life attitude of young people, which 

strengthens the ideology of self-reliance for achieving housing through the private 

housing market with hard work.  

 
Metaphors Related to Housing  

 

The LTHS 2014 and Milestone 2014 adopted the use of several metaphors, 

including the metaphoric use of “housing ladder” to describe a progressive and 

hierarchical housing tenure and housing type; “safety net” to describe PRH which 

implies the residual nature of public housing as welfare; and “housing laboratory” 

to describe the HS which assumes that the unique role of the HS is to experiment 

with innovative housing schemes.  

These metaphors can also be identified in the newspaper articles. The 



 

138 

metaphor of “housing ladder” presupposes that the type of housing and tenure 

conditions social status. “Young people”, as citizens, should strive for a higher 

status. This metaphor creates “an absolute effect-cause sequence: A likes/loves B 

because B is the condition where A exists” (Liu, 2008, p. 63). This absolute 

sequence further positions the reader to conform to the textual authority. “Housing 

ladder” is constructed as the consensual housing pathway of Hong Kong society. 

On the other hand, associating PRH with “safety net” further strengthens the 

discourse of public housing as welfare for non-elderly needy households. The 

scheme which is launched by the HS or the “housing laboratory” “Laboratory” 

implies the testing of the market. The newspapers also adopt different terms to 

describe youth related housing, such as youth hostels. These types of housing are 

“trial” based and “temporary”. These metaphors also reflect the instability of the 

housing policy of young people in Hong Kong.  

“Getting on board” is a metaphor that means first-time homeownership. “On 

board” has several meanings; it could imply advancing to another life stage and 

being included in the homeowner community. Young people are encouraged to 

“get on board” through a number of means, such as buying a smaller unit or a unit 

further away from the central business district, obtaining a unit through the 

government subsidised homeownership scheme, or the “housing laboratory” 

housing programme.  

 

Metaphors Related to Young People Housing 
 

“Dwelling narrowness” (e.g. Article 25, Article 38, Article 44, and Article 

60 ), “snail with a shell” (e.g. Article 29), and “housing slave” (e.g. Article 70) are 

metaphors that describe housing tenure, and in particular homeownership. A 

television drama called “Dwelling Narrowness” was broadcasted in Mainland 

China in late 2009. The story was about two young sisters who struggled for 

housing in metropolis Shanghai and their attempts to avoid becoming “mortgage 

slaves” (Yu, 2011). The drama illustrates the inherent tensions and stress from 

housing that many young people are facing. The drama became very popular in 

both Mainland China and Hong Kong. The metaphoric use of “dwelling 

narrowness” by the Hong Kong media is used to describe young people who are 

suffering similar stress from housing. This facilitates readers to associate young 
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people as those who cannot afford homeownership. They are not necessarily the 

grassroots, so the implication is that any young person could suffer from the 

problem of affording housing. Another metaphor linked to “Dwelling Narrowness” 

is “mortgage slaves” in China (Yu, 2011). The Hong Kong media uses a similar 

term called “housing slaves”.  
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5.4. Analysis of Discourse Practices 
 

5.4.1. Interdiscursive Analysis 
 

Compared to the interdiscursivity of young people housing discourses, the 

data show that there is less interdiscursivity across the societal housing discourses. 

Societal housing discourses are mixed in conventional ways. This indicates the 

stability of the dominant order of the pro-homeownership discourse. Discourses in 

general are a combination of pro-homeownership (McKee, 2011), affordability 

(Martin, 2011), pathology (Hastings, 2004) and moral panic.  

The analysis draws from the LTHS 1987, 1998, 2014 and Milestones 2014. It 

is found that the major themes have not changed. First, discourses on giving 

priority to certain social groups and pro-homeownership remain strong. 

Homeownership “aspirations” is consistently found (Transport and Housing 

Bureau, 2014b, p. 3; Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 20). Second, the 

wordings related to housing needs are associated with the economic situation of a 

society. For example, the “economic fundamentals” discourse (Transport and 

Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. iii) suggests that housing policies should align with 

economic development. Third, the meaning of affordable housing has been 

mediated. “Affordability” and “affordable housing” are different concepts 

(Gabriel et al., 2005). On the one hand, the government strives to provide 

‘affordable’ housing (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. iv; Government of 

the HKSAR, 1998, p. 1; Housing Branch, 1987, p. 1). On the other hand, 

discourses of the housing ladder based on ‘affordability’ encourage access to a 

certain type of housing and type of tenure that correspond to household income. 

The text produced in the policy papers reflect the governing ideology, action and 

policy priorities (Ball, 1994). These three major themes are discourses that can 

apply to Hong Kong in general. The theme of young people can be found in the 

LTHS 2014. The government noted the homeownership aspirations of young 

people. By emphasising homeownership as the major housing concern of young 

people, the government has legitimized their pro-homeownership housing strategy. 

Therefore, they provide discursive justification, rationalising their tendency to 

support pro-homeownership. The notion of “homeownership aspirations” has been 

sustained over the years. Discourses of pro-homeownership, housing ladder and 
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economic fundamentals are combined together to discuss affordability.  

The media has also sustained the pro-homeownership discourse. There is a 

new interdiscursive mix that combines elements of pathology (Hastings, 2004) 

and affordability (Martin, 2011). These discursive elements are blended together 

to form a discourse about young people, whereby young people become a 

problematic subject (Johnson, 1993). The newspapers produce the text and. 

readers use and internalise them (Richardson, 2007). The audience is one of the 

important forces that drives journalistic text. Blumler and Gurevitch (1995, p. 15) 

argued that newspaper articles are “based on the fulfilment of audience 

expectations and the validation of past trust relationships, which in turn are 

dependent on legitimised and institutionalised routines of information presentation 

evolved over time”. Thus, portraying homeownership as wealth creation and the 

key to maintaining economic stability in Hong Kong are some of the examples 

found. Young people being considered as “parasites” of their parents and society 

is another example (see Article 84 for example). A number of “experts” (see 

Article 34 as an example) and “stakeholders” (see Article 89 as an example), 

contribute to the process of discourse construction. By providing their analysis, 

housing market projection and related figures, these “experts” and “stakeholders” 

conclude on the importance of homeownership to the Hong Kong economy and 

individual households. They also warned readers about the drawbacks of 

providing “housing welfare”. Chapter 6 will discuss how young people respond to 

the societal housing discourse. Young people, however, recognise that they cannot 

(or are unable to) conform to the dominant discourse of pro-homeownership (for 

details, see interdiscursive analysis on young people housing discourse). 

There are powerful discourses that combine the market (Marston, 2002) and 

moral panic (Wyn & White, 1997). Moral panic refers to the disruptive behaviours 

of young people (Cohen, 1972). In terms of housing, it is socially unacceptable 

that young people apply for PRH. Young people should not seek government 

assistance. The government discourse of resource allocation and media discourse 

of rational and reasonable resource allocation work in parallel. Societal discourses 

that emphasise PRH for families with “genuine needs” family have become 

dominant. Only the most deprived families should apply for PRH. The rest should 

opt for a unit in the private housing market, particularly the private 

homeownership market. In contrast to ‘morally incorrect’ assistance seeking 
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behaviour, the discourse of self-reliance promotes what is considered as ‘morally 

correct’. The Lion Rock Spirit emphasises on the free market and personal 

contributions (Article 26). This is a discursive mix of the characteristics of the 

housing provision system and personal behaviour. The articles written by 

pro-market stakeholders reinforce self-regulating housing market operations. For 

example, property agent Shih Wing-ching encouraged private market 

homeownership (Article 2). Another example is an investor called Witman Hung 

who wrote an article that proposes the government should focus on encouraging 

and assisting young people to start a business instead of offering them help 

(Article 31). The core policy discourse is to disassociate young people from PRH 

units and establish the argument that young people should meet their housing 

needs in the private housing market through their own hard work. 
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5.5. Conclusion 
 

This chapter examines the main findings from the LTHS policy papers and 

newspaper articles. Societal housing discourses are complicated and no single 

dominate discourse of young people can be identified. However, this reveals that 

there are several discourses. The discourses commonly identified in both the 

policy papers and newspaper articles include strong emphasis on social mobility 

through homeownership; imbalance of demand and supply of private housing 

market as the root of the housing problem of young people; and glorifying self 

reliance or the personal merits of youth in dealing with housing problems. In the 

LTHS documents, young people are a special and undefined category in policy 

discussions. The paper emphasises the PRH as a scarce resource that should be 

reserved for the most vulnerable households. Therefore, discourses on 

homeownership and rational use of resources have been identified. In the 

newspaper articles, discourses from a diversity of perspectives have emerged. 

Discourses that support and are against young people can be identified. However, 

the discourses do not seem to support young people. Young people are addressed 

as a homogenous group, and usually described as less motivated and dependent. 

They are constantly compared with other social groups, such as the elderly and 

families. This sort of comparison contributes to the problematisation of young 

people. Young people have thus become a group who have not only failed to 

contribute to society, but also taken advantage of public resources.  

In the societal housing discourses, certain labels are used to describe young 

people and housing. The young people housing problem is constructed as a 

personal problem. There is the metaphorical representation of the housing market 

as a ladder which requires personal effort to climb up for social mobility. Young 

people are considered as a homogenous group in terms of housing interest. Their 

differences in socio-economic status and the structural constraints are not found in 

the text of societal discourses.  
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Chapter 6 Young People Housing 
Discourses 

 

The literature review presented in Chapters 2 and 3 show that the discourse 

of young people on housing has not received sufficient attention, especially in the 

context of Hong Kong. This research will therefore reveal the discourses of young 

people on housing from their perspective. The societal housing discourse which is 

presented in Chapter 5 shows that a number of discourses co-exist in Hong Kong 

society. The construction of a young people housing discourse should take into 

consideration both discursive and non-discursive elements. This chapter will 

therefore examine how young people construct their housing discourses, whether 

they are validating the discourses in society (either dominant or alternative), or 

constructing new discourses. Given that young people are in a relatively 

vulnerable situation (Chapter 3 provides a discussion on challenges of young 

people and housing situation), how they cope to meet their housing needs will also 

be examined.  

This chapter presents the findings on semi-structured interview. Section 6.1 

is the main findings, it includes research findings according to agency-oriented 

and structurally-oriented theme respectively. Section 6.2 is the analysis of text. 

The analysis included the analysis of word and analysis of metaphor. Section 6.3 

is analysis of discourse practice. Section 6.4 is the conclusion of this chapter. 
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6.1. Findings from Semi-structured Interviews  
 

In this study, 32 young individuals are interviewed who live in different types 

of tenure, including owner-occupied, PRH and private rental housing. The total 

sample comprised 32 participants. The two basic criteria for all interviewees are 

that they need to be: (1) local Hong Kong residents; and (2) between 18 –34 years 

of age. Other variables that were used to form the sample frame included types of 

tenure, material status, level of education and household composition (living with 

parents/ parents-in-law). The responses of the interviewees on the discourses were 

found to be influenced by their personal experiences throughout daily interaction 

with dominant and/or alternative housing discourses, which include the related 

policy documents and newspaper articles, as well as how they conceive of young 

people housing in Hong Kong. Apart from answering the interview questions, all 

of the interviewees were invited to share their observations and provide feedback 

on young people housing. 

Based on the housing experiences of the interviewees, four stages of 

transition in housing are found, including (Stage 1) residing in the parental home, 

(Stage 2) considering or attempting to move out of the parental home, (Stage 3) 

successful transitioning to either private or public housing, and finally, (Stage 4) 

remaining independent and living outside the parental home (although some 

eventually returned to the parental home). Out of the 32 interviewees, 14 are not 

living with their parents (4 had transitioned to private rental housing, 4 to PRH, 3 

became homeowners, and 3 moved to a property provided by their parents), and 

the other 18 interviewee are still currently residing in their parental home. 

All of the interviewees experienced Stage 1 as they grew up in their family of 

origin. Then 25 interviewees moved to Stage 2, or considered or attempted to 

leave their family of origin. The main reasons include insufficient living space (9 

out of 25), conflict with family members (4 out of 25), financial independence (4 

out of 25) and life event such as marriage (14 out of 25) and child birth (4 out of 

25). However, only 15 interviewees reach Stage 4, and successfully moved out 

and remained independent. One married interviewee and two singles attempted to 

move out but eventually returned to their parental home. Taking into consideration 

the diversity in their socio-economic background and housing experiences, the 

following section will examine whether the interviewees were and continue to be 



 

146 

reproducing the dominant discourse. Or alternatively, whether they constructed a 

new discourse by framing their housing situation in a new way. 

 

Table 6-1 Young people housing discourse identified from semi-structured interviews 

 Theme Discourse 

Agency- 
oriented 

Dependency 

5 Discourse of mutual help 
6 Discourse of irresponsibility 
7 Discourse of entitlement 
8 Discourse of natural response 

Personal contributions

9 Discourse of self-reliance 
10 Discourse of gender 

11
Discourse of personal contributions irrelevant to 
housing 

Maturity 
13 Discourse of planned action 
2 Discourse of housing ladder 

Life-style/ preferences

15 Discourse of lack of choices 
1 Discourse of pro-homeownership 

16 Discourse of renter supporting homeowner 

Structurally- 
oriented 

Housing provision 
system 

18 Discourse of economic fundamentals 
19 Discourse of market determination 
20 Discourse related to insufficient land supply 
21 Discourse of market failure 

22
Discourse of dialectical interaction of personal 
effort and structural constraints  

Social mobility 
23 Discourse of upward mobility 
24 Discourse of downward mobility 

Social cohesion 
17 Discourse of resource allocation 
25 Discourse of “discrimination of young people” 

Policy development 
26 Discourse of government responsibilities 
27 Discourse of political tools 

 
6.1.1. Agency-oriented Theme 

 

There are four discourse themes identified that are agency-oriented: 

“dependency”, personal contributions”, “maturity” and “life-style and 

preferences”. 

The theme of dependency shows that (1) accept different kinds of assistance 

from parents but societal housing discourse about irresponsible attitude is rejected; 

(2) societal discourse of young people as free riders in society is rejected; (3) the 

older generation enjoyed economic prosperity; (4) young people do not expect 

parental support; (5) a discourse of entitlement is accepted; and (6) PRH 

applications made by young people is just a natural response. 

The theme of personal contributions shows that (1) discourse of personal 

contributions is supported; (2) personal contributions cannot be applied to housing; 
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(3) personal efforts do not help because the high house prices outweigh income, 

there are other factors (class and gender), there is policy failure and housing 

market issues are a structural problem.  

The theme of maturity shows that young people are not immature. In life 

planning, some even question the dominant housing discourse of 

pro-homeownership. 

Finally, the theme of life-style and preferences shows that there is a strong 

discourse on (1) having no choice, and (2) young people sustaining a strong 

discourse of pro-homeownership. 

 

Dependency 
 

The interviewees shared their views on the dependence of young people 

on parents and the government. 

Seeking assistance from parents 

In response to the notion of the younger generation depending on their 

parents, especially in terms of the housing issue, the interviewees have views that 

differ from those in the societal housing discourse. All interviewees agreed that 

parents can offer help in a number of ways. However, they (Ms Wing and Ms 

Choi) rejected the reason that they need help is due to laziness.  

The reason that they receive help from their parents is that the parents 

enjoyed economic prosperity in Hong Kong, so they have more ability to 

financially help their children. Some of the interviewees are from wealthier 

families, such as Ms Ho, Ms Yiu and Ms Chow. Their parents have provided a flat 

to them to meet their housing need.  

“The economy was better, household income was more, or 
people earned more. Today, the younger generation earns less. 
So parents who take care of young people is a very normal 
situation. I don't think that young people depend on their parents 
that much” (Ms Wing, 34 years old, designer, residing in PRH 
with parents-in-law). 

Ms Choi suggested that the dependence of young people could be possibly 

the fault of the parents. 
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“Poor attitude toward life, and also personality are fostered by 
family. Maybe they are coddled, so they are less capable of 
handling problems independently. They are too ‘hea’42” (Ms 
Choi, 31 years old, housewife, residing in PRH). 

Apart from allowing their children to prolong their stay in the parental home, 

parents also offer financial support such as loans for the down payment. In this 

study, 18 of the interviewees are residing in their parental home but none receive 

monetary support from their parents. Although some (10 out of 32) of the families 

are capable of offering financial support, the interviewees insisted that they do not 

want parental support. Some (Mr Tang, Mr Lau, and Mr Kwon) know that they 

may inherit the flat of their parents in the future, but they all said that they rather 

put forth their own efforts to rent or buy a home. Their use of “cannot expect” 

(parents to give them a home), “do not think…(that it is their) entitlement” and 

“should not be respected” demonstrate their understanding of social norms.  

“My parent told me that they will give the flat to me in the 
future, but I cannot expect that” (Mr Tang, 28 years old, 
administrative staff, residing in PRH). 

“The flat is not mine. Although my parents may give it to me 
(after they are gone), I still think that they are the owners. I do 
not think that I am entitled to the unit later” (Mr Lau, 19 years 
old, student, residing in owner-occupied parental home). 

“I believe that many parents can offer financial assistance, but I 
won’t accept it…People call them young losers, so even if a 
young person becomes a homeowner; s/he did not achieve that 
through his/her own efforts. These young people should not be 
respected because their parent offered them help” (Mr Kwon, 29 
years old, part time research assistant, residing in 
owner-occupied parental housing). 

The discourse of the lack of choices refers to the limited housing options for 

young people due to high house prices and rent levels. Returning to the parental 

home or seeking the financial support of parents is because there is “no other 

choice”. Ms Ka and Ms Yim say that there is “no other choice” to explain their 

prolonged stay in the parental home. Ms Ka has a “feeling” that she will need 

resources from her parents. This is in reference not only to the current situation 
                                                 

42 “Hea” is a neologism that generalises a negative attitude and behaviour. The sound is 
borrowed from the Chaozhou or Hakka Chinese dialect (Lai & Ng, 2014). 
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but also their feelings about the future housing situation .  

“If I have no choice then I have accept my parents’ support. I 
have a feeling that I will need it because there is no other way 
out, really no other way out.” (Ms Ka, 20 years old, Student, 
living owner-occupied parental home). 

“I believe that people want to have their private space when they 
become adults. I think young people who are still living with 
their parents is because they have no other choice” (Ms Yim, 29 
years old, administrative staff, residing in PRH). 

A new and positive discourse on the interpretation of prolonged stay in the 

parental home is found. Ms Wing indicated that single youth who are living in the 

parental home is not the same as depending on the parents. Young people could be 

caring for their parents instead. Parental provision of shelter is a form of mutual 

help. This discourse of mutual help suggests that young people will need to 

shoulder household responsibilities in return. 

“It’s okay to live with your parents if you’re still single and not 
in a relationship. You could be taking care of the parents. So it’s 
not a problem at all” (Ms Wing, 34 years old, designer, residing 
in PRH with parents-in-law). 

The interviewees do not agree with the societal discourse that suggests that 

young people are taking advantage of their parents. Some (Ms Lau, Ms Ka, Mr 

Lau, Mr Pang, and Mr Hung) even think that they are actively offering support to 

their parents. They prolong living with their parents or go back home to live with 

their parents only when they do not have any other housing option. The 

interviewees indicated that receiving parental support is due to different issues and 

they are forced to rely on the support, and it is not that they are dependent on their 

parents.  

Seeking assistance from government  

Many interviewees (17 out of 32) observed that in the newspapers, young 

singles who apply for PRH have been constituted as one of the major criticisms of 

young people. In the societal housing discourse, a discourse of irresponsibility is 

identified. This discourse means that young people lack moral rectitude. Thus, it is 

recommended that young people should not apply for use of public resources. In 
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addition, two other discourses, that of entitlement and natural response, are 

identified in the young people housing discourse. The former means that young 

people have the right to apply for public assistance while the latter considers 

applications for PRH made by young people is only a natural response to market 

changes. 

A few of the interviewees (Ms Lau, Ms Chou, and Ms Yiu) acknowledged 

the discourse of irresponsibility that is found in the societal housing discourse. 

Among them, Ms Lau commented that young people who apply for PRH is a 

“sorrow of society”; Ms Yiu suggested that applying for PRH is very similar to 

applying for Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA)43.  

“I think they have just not tried hard enough. Just like young 
people who apply for CSSA once they reach 18 years old. Why 
don't they find a job and use their own efforts to buy a unit? Is it 
a must to rely on the government? I don't like how they rely on 
the government. And how long will it take to accumulate 
sufficient points [under the PRH QPS] to get a unit? They may 
even not like the PRH allocated to them” (Ms Yiu, 23 years old, 
property agent, residing in self-occupied property provided by 
parents). 

Apart from Ms Lau and Ms Yiu, the majority of the interviewees disagree 

that young people are dependent on the government. This shows that there are 

different levels of acceptance of young people who apply for PRH. The 

interviewees who least accept applications for PRH suggested that the justification 

for young people applying for PRH should be related to whether actual needs 

exist instead of looking at one’s age. Ms Pan and Ms Wing both agree that young 

people earn a higher income which will then mean that they are ineligible for PRH. 

Thus, the focus is on actual income, and not on age again. 

“We all know that the waiting time of the PRH is long, so this 
means people who do not urgently need a unit would apply. In 
addition, many people believe they are not able to buy a unit not 
matter what. PRH has become the only option available. You 
need a place to live when you get married. Some people may 
abuse the system, but not everyone does. Some may really need 
it” (Ms Pang 30 years old, product specialist, residing in 
self-occupied private housing)  

                                                 
43 Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) is a safety net for the most vulnerable 

population in Hong Kong who cannot support themselves financially.   
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“It should depend on needs. If someone is well-educated, and 
earning a good income so they really don't need PRH, then I 
think that it’s unfair [for those people to live in PRH]. If there is 
really the need, I think I will help my son apply for PRH when 
he reaches 18 years old” (Ms Wing, 34 years old, designer, 
residing in PRH with parents-in-law). 

Ms Chou believed that young people should put forth their own efforts to buy 

a flat, but admits that the younger generation are facing greater challenges.  

“In the old days, I think that young people wouldn’t be queuing 
up [on PRH waiting list] that early. But now they have to 
because purchasing a home is too difficult” (Ms Chou, 31 years 
old, housewife, residing in self-occupied private housing). 

Ms May agreed that PRH is oversubscribed as many families in need are still 

on the waiting list. However, she is aware of the possibility that young people 

from poor families may apply.  

“It doesn’t cost a thing for young people to apply for PRH, so 
they submit the application anyway. The waiting list is longer 
due to their application, and some people who are really in need 
are kept waiting. Maybe there are those from poor families; 
maybe too many family members are in their living place. You 
can’t stop them from applying. Therefore, you should look at the 
purpose of their application” (Ms May, 31 years old, part time 
clerk, residing in owner-occupied unit with parent-in-law). 

Some of the interviewees agreed with the societal housing discourses that 

claim that young single applicants for PRH are competing for resources. However, 

they also pointed out the difficult situation of young people. 

“It’s all about personal interest, so people will fight for their own 
interest. From a macro perspective, giving PRH to young people 
who submit an application is wasting resources because they 
might have the ability to earn HK$20,000 per month, yet they 
opt for a HK$10,000 job to remind qualified as a PRH applicant. 
The waiting list becomes longer, people who are actually in need 
will be delayed in securing housing. From an individual 
perspective, I can understand why they do that. Finding a place 
to live is really hard. From a taxpayer’s perspective, young 
people are wasting money, and using public resource. If I put 
myself in their shoes, I will apply for PRH. Other people are 
putting in their application anyway” (Ms Ho, 30 years old, bank 
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manager, residing in self-occupied private unit). 

Against the discourse of irresponsibility, some of the interviewees tended to 

refer to the discourse of entitlement. Mr Park observed that society has defined 

young people as a group who do not have housing needs. The balance of young 

people housing needs and social acceptability of their PRH application is not easy. 

Placing the emphasis on the social position of young people (“belittled young 

people”) uncovers the power dynamics between young people and other social 

groups in the housing discourse with young people at a disadvantage. 

“It feels like young people are belittled. Maybe [the media] 
thinks that young people do not need PRH. PRH should be left 
for those in need. Who has need? I don't know how to judge 
needs. Income? Living space? Waiting time? I really don’t know. 
It’s weird. In this sense, anyone who has a job will not have such 
needs” (Mr Park, 25 years old, self-employed, residing in PRH). 

There are interviewees who contribute to the entitlement discourse and 

believe that the housing system has marginalised young people. Their comments 

on PRH is that young people are not dependent on government welfare, but PRH 

should be a right that young people can enjoy.  

“Why not use it if is it a resource? This society is out-of-balance. 
Say there is a big rock that has blocked my way (to living in my 
own flat), but there is a resource that gives me the opportunity 
(to live in my own flat), but I’m just getting it in another way. 
Although I don’t own it, I can still live there. If it is a normal 
and legal way (to live in my own flat), then why not (take 
advantage of PRH)?” (Mr Au, 27 years old, residing in 
owner-occupied parental home). 

“You can say that [young people who apply for PRH] is ‘taking 
over everything’, but it is their right as an eligible Hong Kong 
citizen, so why not apply (for PRH)?” (Mr Kwok, 33 years old, 
merchandiser, residing in private rental housing). 

The consideration is that young people are following the rules and 

regulations when they apply for PRH. They feel that they are not the problem, as 

PRH is a right that they can enjoy as Hong Kong citizens. The interviewees (Mr 

Lam, Mr Park, Mr Chan, Mr Tang, Ms Choi, and Mr Kwok) suggested that the 

government can change the policy rather than blaming young people for applying 



 

153 

for PRH. 

“The design of the policy gives young people the chance (to 
apply for PRH). So they take it and you can’t blame them. 
Maybe they really need it or have family problems. You never 
know, it’s always possible that someone may need to live on 
their own at a young age. So you can’t deny their needs. As long 
as they meet the application criteria, you can’t eliminate them. 
And you can’t say that they are taking advantage (of the system)” 
(Mr Lam, 32 years old, nurse, residing in private rental housing). 

Some of the interviewees (8 out of 32, for example Ms Ngo, Ms Sze, and Mr 

Kwon) also tried to rationalize why young people would apply for PRH. One of 

the reasons is that young people want to secure their housing future. In terms of 

the desire of young people to seek government assistance, their response resonate 

elements of uncertainty and incapability. For instance, the following passage 

demonstrates these traits with phrases such as “no choice”, “doesn’t give any 

confidence”, “don’t believe” and “not capable”.  

“They are helpless, they have no choice. I think that they will 
not apply for PRH if they had a choice. If they apply for PRH, 
they might think that at least they’ll have a roof over their head 
in the future. They might have the ability (to secure different 
forms of housing) so that they don’t need PRH, but they’re 
worried. What if they are not capable? They don't know what 
happen next, so they want to lock something down…Society 
doesn’t give any confidence. Young people don’t believe they 
will have a place even if they work hard” (Ms Ngo, 31 years old, 
primary school teacher, residing in owner-occupied housing with 
parent-in-law). 

Then, there is the discourse that suggests that applications for PRH made by 

young people is a natural response to emerging market changes. Applying for 

PRH once they are 18 years old have become the norm. The norm is a natural 

outcome of societal change – high housing prices. Young people feel helpless due 

to the unaffordable house prices. Mr Lau emphasises on “society” (current 

housing market) and not on “young people” when providing the reason why 

young people apply for PRH. 

“It’s a trend. It seems that everyone should submit an application 
once they are 18. Otherwise, you would get a late start. I think 
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that society is the culprit. When people walk past a property 
agency, they see that even a 300 sq feet unit is very expensive, 
then they just feel helpless” (Mr Lau, 19 years old, Student, 
residing in owner-occupied parental home). 

Mr Au also indicated that his peers submitted an application for PRH 

regardless of their background and future prospects. 

“Many of my friends did it [submit application for PRH] 
because they heard about it. We graduated from high school 
around 2006-2008, and our generation believes that you have to 
submit an application when you are in university, so many did it. 
Even if they’re studying in a programme that could give them 
relatively higher pay in the future, they’re still going to queue 
[for PRH] anyway” (Mr Au, 27 years old, sales, residing in 
owner-occupied parental home). 

Ms Lui commented that society is also at fault and shaped the behaviour of 

young people. Society (current housing market) had created the circumstances so 

that PRH now appears to be the only possible housing option. Young people have 

taken it for granted that housing is unaffordable, so applying for PRH is a wise 

decision to secure housing. There is “no other alternative” is a cited reason for 

resorting to PRH. 

“I think that it’s [young people applying for PRH] not normal. I 
don’t understand why society (current housing market) has 
changed. So young people have to use this way (apply for PRH) 
in order to have a flat. Actually they don’t own it, they’re just 
applying to rent it” (Ms Lui, 35 years old, finance consultant, 
residing in PRH with parent-in-law).  

“I think that these young people are thinking that they have no 
other alternative, and this is Hong Kong (fact that Hong Kong 
has high property prices)” (Ms Ka, 20 years old, student, living 
in owner-occupied parental home). 

“I think that young people have no choice. Whether something 
is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ depends on the choices available. Home 
purchase is an unreachable goal. Even if you save money for 10 
years, you might not have enough for the down payment. Once 
you do save the money, the house prices have already goes up. 
So it’s useless because you can never catch up.” (Ms Choi, 31 
years old, housewife, residing in PRH). 
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Young people who are residing in PRH see the disadvantages and advantages 

of PRH. The interviewees provided different perspectives toward ‘moving up’ the 

housing ladder by transitioning to homeownership.  

“I want to [own a home]. I hope that I can buy a flat and live 
somewhere close to work. A flat with easy access to 
transportation or close to the metro. New PRH is all right, but I 
prefer to buy over living in PRH because you can’t choose the 
location” (Ms Sze, 28 years old, administrative staff, residing in 
PRH). 

“The conditions of other types of private housing or HOS units 
don’t even come close to the standards of my PRH unit. It’s new 
and I only need to walk 5 minutes to the metro. So I don’t think 
that I’m going to move out unless I get married, or if I have my 
own family. Maybe I’ll buy a private flat for investment a few 
years later down the road” (Ms Yim, 29 years old, administrative 
staff, residing in PRH). 

The media often labels “young people to be dependent on the government 

and compete for resources”. They reinforce these characteristics especially young 

people who are considered to have more “prospects”, such as university students.  

“Of course you can submit an application once you reach 18, 
and your monthly income and total net assets don’t exceed the 
stipulated limits. Any adult can apply but why does the media 
single out university students? It’s just a label, but this label says 
that [university students] should not apply for PRH” (Ms Yim, 
29 years old, administrative staff, residing in PRH). 

Mr Chan commented that the media has created a negative association 

between young people and PRH. He suggested that if the system allows young 

people to apply for PRH, then they are not the ones to blame.  

“The media doesn’t report without bias. They tend to be 
negative, so that it seems like young people are not making 
efforts, and just applying for PRH all at the same time…it 
shouldn’t be reported that way. First, there are eligibility criteria 
for PRH, so if an eligible person makes an application, it’s none 
of your business. You can blame those who set the criteria, 
change it or tighten it. But you can’t say that young people are 
not motivated…I have to queue in order to get on a train, if I 
queue that means I can get on the train. So what’s the problem 
with queuing? If there are no filters in place, then of course it’s 
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ok for young people to apply. It’s their right” (Mr Chan, 30 years 
old, residing in private rental housing with parents). 

To Mr Kwon, “welfare” is over generalised as a term. When PRH is 

associated with welfare, young PRH applicants are then labelled as competing for 

welfare resources. 

“People think PRH is welfare. If it’s not owned by one’s parents, 
not owned by anyone, then they call it welfare” (Mr Kwon, 29 
years old, part time research assistant, residing in 
owner-occupied parental housing). 

The government has framed it so that young people are seen to be competing 

for resources with other people. Ms Lauw pointed out that this is not the case, and 

young people are not the cause of the problem. 

“Competing for resources is the most ridiculous thing that I’ve 
heard from the government. It may seem like young people are 
competing for resources, but they’re not…they’re preparing for 
their future” (Ms Lauw, 32 years old, artist, residing in 
self-occupied HOS unit) 

Personal Contributions 
 

In terms of personal contributions, some of the interviewees (12 out of 32) 

agreed that personal efforts are still important. Some are more optimistic when the 

link personal efforts with obtaining housing (Ms Ho, Mr Chan, Ms Lau, and Ms 

Pang) while other (Ms May and Ms Yim) do not feel the same way. The 

self-reliance discourse is therefore challenged in terms of housing needs. 

For those who support self-reliance, personal efforts are the answer to the 

housing problem. Extra time and effort are the keys to success. Ms Ho who works 

in a local bank observed that even the blue-collar working class have the ability to 

save a substantial amount of money, so she feels that personal effort is essential 

and home purchase possible. Her quote captures key words relevant to the 

self-reliance discourse, such as “ability”, “hardworking”, “effort” and “progress”. 

These personal qualities articulated together echo the ‘Lion Rock Spirit’ identified 

in the societal housing discourse. 
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“People who work in construction sites actually have a lot of 
money. They earn HK$30,000-HK$40,000 each month. I know 
it’s not ‘easy money’, but they have save up a lot of money in 
their bank account. However, they don’t know much about 
investments, only hand their money to their wife and saving it. 
Anyway, if you have the ability, are hardworking, you can earn 
money. If you’re not making any effort, you won’t be making 
any progress” (Ms Ho, 30 years old, bank manager, residing in 
self-occupied private unit). 

The interviewees (Mr Chan, Ms Yiu and Mr Lam) believe that effort is the 

basic requirement of human life. Nothing can be achieved without personal 

contributions and sacrifice. Housing is a basic human need which can thus be 

achieved through effort. They believe in this and share success stories on how 

they and their friends have met their housing needs in the current market. 

Therefore, the self-reliance discourse is related to homeownership. Thus, Mr Yiu 

argued that one should “work harder”, “speculate” and “reduce spending” to “buy 

a flat”.  

“Go to work, work harder, save money. We all should be doing 
this. My peers and I all realised that we should reduce spending, 
save up our money. We need to buy a flat. Maybe invest in 
something like a parking spot, some smaller property, speculate 
in the stock market and so on” (Ms Yiu, 23 years old, property 
agent, residing in self-occupied parental property). 

Mr Lam provided a similar comment to suggest that one should work hard 

(work on the “weekend”, “work harder”) plus making “investments”. He also 

used the term “trade-off” and “sacrifice”, which echo the terms found in the 

societal housing discourse. 

“Some say that people work overtime during the weekends, get 
off from work at nine o’clock at night, so how could you have a 
part time job if you go home so late? I say that they still have the 
weekend. It depends how you arrange that one day or half a day. 
Although some would say that there’s not time to rest, I think 
that it’s a trade-off. If you need something then you have to 
sacrifice your time or activities. Working hard is always right, 
maybe it just requires time. It can be done, but just depends on 
how long it takes. It can be done together with extra income 
through investments, like buying shares in the stock market. It 
just requires one to put in time” (Mr Lam, 32 years old, nurse, 
residing in private rental housing). 
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Mr Park also uses “sacrifice” to indicate that effort is only one of the many 

factors in solving the housing problem. 

“Hard working helps but being only hard working cannot solve 
the problem…you need to use other ways and sacrifice a lot” 
(Mr Park, 25 years old, self-employed, residing in PRH). 

Together with increases in “self value” and “careful calculations”, Ms Pan 

considered that “stable investments” rather than “speculation” will help young 

people to address their housing problem. 

“Investments not speculation. Speculation can turn HK$100,000 
into nothing. Stable investments. I call them ‘capital 
appreciation’ and then also need to work harder. Young people 
also need to add self value to themselves, and carefully calculate 
their monthly expenses. Actually, they can really do it” (Ms 
Pang 30 years old, product specialist, residing in self-occupied 
private housing). 

All of these quotes show that the respondents who although are residing in 

different types of tenure, share the discourse of self-reliance. This suggests that 

young people can be able achieve their goals at all costs, and is found in both the 

young people housing and societal housing discourses.  

Interviewees (12 out of 32) who do not agree with self-reliance have 

constructed a discourse in which personal contribution is irrelevant to housing. 

This discourse does not reject personal contributions, but suggests that personal 

contributions have no effect in solving their housing problem. They disagree that 

housing needs, homeownership in particular, can be achieved through personal 

effort based on several reasons, including housing price increments, irrelevance of 

personal effort, policy failure and structural problems in the housing market. First 

and most common is that the wage increment is far lower than house price/rent 

increments. Mr Tang considers that it is inappropriate to compare young people 

with the previous generation for this reason. 

“They [older generation] can’t apply the method that they used, 
from 10 or 20 years ago, to young people’s situation. For 
example, they earned HK$40,000 each month to pay for a HK$2 
million flat. Nowadays, a married couple together may not have 
a combined income of HK$40,000 each month. In addition, 



 

159 

there’s nothing available for less than HK$2 million” (Mr Tang, 
28 years old, administrative staff, residing in private rental 
housing). 

One of the respondents, a well paid professional urban planner, also 

questioned the possibility of buying a unit through personal effort. He felt that it is 

hard to buy a flat even if young people make extra effort because of the 

wage-property price gap. Another interviewee felt that he is earning a “decent 

income”, but is still living in his parental home which is a PRH unit. 

“Many people work hard, and we’re hard working too. Our 
monthly salary is just enough to buy 2 sq feet, how many 
months will it take to buy a flat?” (Mr Ma, 30 years old, urban 
planner, residing in private rental housing).  

“The situation is different now compared to back then. Even if 
you’re very hardworking, putting in effort, you won’t be able to 
afford your own place. Like us, we work long hours, earn a 
decent income, but we still can’t afford anything with the current 
house price” (Ms Lui, 35 years old, finance consultant, residing 
in PRH with parent-in-law).  

Similar to Mr Ma, Ms Chou and Mr Chan also questioned if personal effort 

can lead to homeownership. They quantitatively depicted this with “24 hours” of 

work, and “200%” effort nowadays compared with “80%” effort in the past. 

Personal input and the outcome (i.e. homeownership) will not give equal results in 

the current housing market.  

“Of course you need to work hard, but to what extent? May be 
you have to work non-stop 24 hours a day in order to buy a flat. 
Is this even possible?”(Ms Chou, 31 years old, housewife, 
residing in self-occupied private housing). 

“Making effort helps but in the past, you only need to make 80% 
effort. Now you need to make 200% effort” (Mr Chan, 30 years 
old, residing in private rental housing with parents). 

Another reason that attributes personal contributions as an irrelevant means 

to securing housing/homeownership is that there are other factors that are more 

influential. Ms May observed that young people do not receive a fair return even 

if they have already tried very hard. She recommended “government” intervention. 
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The word “meaningless” in her discourse contradicts the discourse of self-reliance 

(which views working hard as meaningful and a critical requirement for success).  

“Working hard is meaningless unless the government controls 
the house prices. Otherwise our salary can’t catch up with the 
house prices no matter how hard we try. Sometimes I feel like I 
am making such a great effort but not getting a fair return” (Ms 
May, 31 years old, part time clerk, residing in owner-occupied 
unit with parent-in-law). 

Apart from the call for government intervention, some interviewees (7 out of 

32, for example, Ms Yim, Ms Lauw, Mr Hung, and Ms Yiu,) observed a strong 

link between housing and other critical factors, such as class and gender. For 

example, Mr Park cited “less well-off families”. In his quote, the word 

“unfortunately” is used to describe hardworking but low income young people. He 

indicated that not only young people from different classes have different levels of 

personal input, but also the reality that young people from less well-off families 

will not have enough even if they work very hard.  

“Young people from less well-off families are self-reliant. 
Actually many young people are working very hard in different 
fields, such as insurance or construction …they have tried hard 
but unfortunately it is not enough” (Mr Park, 25 years old, 
self-employed, residing in PRH). 

In the societal housing discourses, there are competing comments and 

perspectives between the different generations and different social classes. One 

debated discourse is related to the behaviour of young people. The notion that the 

younger generation is lazy elicited a negative reaction. Ms Lauw felt that those 

who make this kind of statement about young people are “lidi”, which means 

those who only live in their own world and make comments only based on their 

experience. These people are usually in a privileged position who are not aware of 

(or care about) the real life situation. 

“The older generations have their own experience, but they don't 
understand the current situation. Those who comment that 
young people are lazy is lidi” (Ms Lauw, 32 years old, artist, 
residing in self-occupied HOS unit). 
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Many “success stories” presented in the media have glorified young people 

who have achieved their housing goal through personal effort. The majority of 

interviewees (30 out of 32) doubt the integrity of these stories. More importantly, 

their success is due to support by either family or a higher social class boyfriend. 

“The media reports stories where a person saves for a long time 
and then bought a flat. I read a recent article about a young 
couple who bought a flat because the girl made a great effort to 
save money. The fact is that she has a rich boyfriend so she can 
buy a flat. Home purchase is easy from her perspective, actually 
she was able to do so not because she saved money” (Ms Hau, 
26 years old, sale, residing in private rental housing with 
parent). 

“That’s a fake story, someone knew the girl and told everyone. 
She borrowed money from family instead of saving money by 
eating only bread” (Ms Ka, 20 years old, student, residing in 
owner-occupied parental home).  

“There’s a news article about a boy my age who owns a 
stationary store. I remember that Apply Daily described him as 
realizing his vision, starting up his own business, being young 
and making a lot of money. Someone found out that his father 
helped him and that it is not him who is successful since 
‘success needs a hardworking father’” (Ms Ka, 20 years old, 
student, residing in owner-occupied parental home). 

Even if young people work very hard, those from a less well off family “lose 

out at the starting line” as quoted by Ms Yim. Even if young people eventually 

transitioned to homeownership through personal contributions, Ms Yim felt that 

they would “losing their life” due to many sacrifices and they become a “slave” 

(to housing). Ms Yim and Ms Lau both discus gender and housing. The 

pro-homeownership discourse includes the influence of both genders to secure 

housing, but females might see housing as a pre-requisition for marriage. Males 

are expected to contribute more to secure a flat for independent living.  

“My friend and I are from less well-off families. We lose out at 
the starting line. We need to earn money and buy a flat with our 
own efforts. Many of us have already reached the stage where 
we are getting married; but the housing problem means that we 
cannot get married. My female friends all think that we should 
buy a flat before marriage. Renting is not acceptable: why 
should we pay for other’s mortgages? One of my friends said 



 

162 

that her boyfriend proposed, but the wedding date hasn’t been 
confirmed because they have settled the issue of housing. My 
friend said to her fiancé, ‘I don't have money for you if you rent 
a flat. I won’t pay for the rent. But if you buy a flat, I can help 
you with the mortgage payments……So they bought a unit by 
‘losing their life, and have become a slave to that flat” (Ms Yim, 
29 years old, administrative staff, residing in PRH). 

“My [female] student told me to look for a rich husband so that I 
don't have to worry” (Ms Lau, 32 years old, secondary school 
teacher, residing in PRH parental home) 

These quotes all highlighted “female”; thus a gender difference in the 

discourse is revealed. The male interviewees were more flexible in terms of tenure 

and living environment. They expected to shoulder more of the housing 

responsibility/costs. 

Finally, there is the discourse on policy failure which puts young people in a 

very difficult situation. Personal contributions only make the situation worse 

because they will be further excluded from the public housing system and other 

types of social welfare. Ms Wing shared her personal experiences in which her 

household income is too high for PRH but too low to rent or buy a unit in the 

private market. She described the existing policy as being “silly”, “a dilemma” 

and “weird” in discouraging young people.  

“The existing housing policy is that your income should not 
exceed the said limits, which is about HK$10,000 a month if I 
remember correctly. The minimum wage policy means you’re 
earning HK$8,000-HK$9,000 each month. So you are talking 
about a person who earns minimum wage and qualified to apply 
for PRH. It’s like asking a young people not to work hard and 
get a dead end job. This makes it impossible for a university 
graduate to qualify financially. If you are talking about HOS 
units, the conditions are silly. You need to have an income which 
cannot exceed a certain amount. The dilemma is that I wouldn’t 
be able to pay for the down payment and mortgage payments if 
my income and assets do not exceed the limits. I remember that 
my husband and I checked it against our situation. Our 
household income should not exceed HK$40,000 and assets 
cannot exceed several hundreds of thousand dollars. If we don't 
have that several hundreds of thousand dollars, how could we 
pay the down payment? If we spend all our savings on the down 
payment, we have no money left. The policy is weird” (Ms Wing, 
34 years old, Designer, residing in PRH with parents-in-law). 
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Then there are structural problems in the housing market which have not 

been resolved. Personal contributions are therefore meaningless because the 

private housing market has spun out of control. The resultant quality of life is 

relatively poor. For example, Ms Ka likened the current housing situation in Hong 

Kong to “hell” based on housing expenses. Mr Lau felt that housing is no longer 

affordable and has become a “luxury” instead. 

“If you have been to other countries, you see the difference, for 
example, their urban planning. We earn the same amount of 
money, but other people have a better life. Here, we live in hell” 
(Ms Ka, 20 years old, student, and residing in owner-occupied 
parental home). 

“No matter how hard you try, you end up with nothing. It’s not 
easy to get a flat, housing has become a kind of luxury instead of 
a necessity for daily life” (Mr Lau, 19 years old, Student, 
residing in owner-occupied parental home). 

Maturity 
 

A gap between the young people housing and societal housing discourses of 

young people is revealed. The latter (newspaper articles and policy papers) show 

that the general public believes that young people are socially, financially and 

mentally immature. They use the following evidence as proof of the immaturity: 

tendency to depend on parents or the government, having unrealistic housing 

goals, lack of life planning and blaming society for not accommodating their 

housing needs. The interviewees (Ms Pan, Ms Yim, and Ms Tsui) presented 

another perspective and a discourse of planned action is consequently identified 

through the interviews. This means that young people are fully aware of the 

situation and resources available, and then they make a decision on financial and 

living arrangements. 

The young respondents (Ms Pan and Mr Park) interviewed in this study show 

that they are fully aware of the fact they are making decisions under limited 

resources. Ms Pan felt that everyone has his/her own goal but it is not possible to 

fulfil all of one’s goals at once. 

“People believe that they must buy a flat. Even if they spend 
only HK$10 for each meal every day in order to save money for 



 

164 

a home purchase. But humans are greedy. On the one hand I 
want to save money to buy a flat; on the other hand, I want to 
travel, or even go somewhere like the Maldives instead of only 
Taiwan. But you can’t say that. You have to think about how you 
spend your money and your final goal” (Ms Pan, 31 years old, 
trainer in insurance company, residing in owner-occupied 
parental housing) 

Mr Park argued that the different generations have different life priorities. He 

indicated that when money, housing and dreams are all taken into consideration, 

the older generation would recommend that securing the basics should be most the 

important aspect. 

“The older generation just focuses on money, and the main thing 
is to meet the basics. Making money is the main focus of life. 
Personal interests should not be a priority, and there is no such 
thing as having ‘dreams’” (Mr Park, 25 years old, self-employed, 
residing in PRH). 

The interviewees (10 out of 32) also shared their housing experiences and 

how they handled their housing needs. In reality, their socio-economic 

background has effects on their housing behaviour. For those who have a 

relatively low income and cannot rely on financial support from their parents, 

parental (for example, Mr Au, Mr Hung, and Ms Ka), they remain at home with 

their parents. For those with higher income or from a well off family (for example, 

Mr Tang, Mr Chan, and Mr Lam), they can choose to rent or even transition to 

homeownership. None of the interviewees appeared to have made irrational goals 

for housing. All carefully calculated their expenses vs. their income. Although 

they face housing pressure, they put forth their best effort and work just like the 

older generation of Hong Kong people. In terms of complaints, they commonly 

felt that the current generation has a more critical perspective compared to the 

older generation. Their critical attitude is because they have more education in 

general and are able to receive more information through the Internet or social 

media. They think that being critical is not a sign of immaturity. They also think 

that the criticisms about young people from the societal housing discourses are not 

fair. 

In policy discourse, homeownership is associated with a number of positive 

elements. However, some of the interviewees do not associate “homeownership” 
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with “good quality of life”. Mr Park shared an experience in which he organised 

personal development activities in a local primary school. He brought up the 

concept of finance with primary school children and the discussion was linked to 

financial planning. He was surprised that even primary school children wanted to 

buy a flat. He felt that a strong pro-homeownership discourse in Hong Kong has 

created extra demand for housing, so that even existing homeowners will buy 

more than one flat. The impact is that Mr Park also wants to buy a flat even he 

feels that it is not a right thing to do. 

“People always say that renting is helping others pay for their 
mortgage. This is a very complicated issue. Everyone in Hong 
Kong is thinking about housing. It’s horrible that even a child 
would say s/he wants to buy a flat. It’s crazy. We wanted to buy 
toys when we were kids, so how come kids want to buy a flat 
now? It’s this kind of thinking that drives our house price up. 
When everyone thinks that buying a home is a must, people will 
even buy more than one flat for rental income. I think it’s not the 
right thing to do and it’s not normal. However, when everyone is 
doing it and I don’t, it seems that I might be losing out. Actually 
I feel that I am being forced to own (a flat)” (Mr Park, 25 years 
old, self-employed, residing in PRH). 

Under this theme of maturity, the interviewees (Ms Ka, Mr Tang, and Mr Au) 

questioned the pro-homeownership and housing ladder discourses. Ms Ka 

suggested that housing should not be the one and only life goal, especially since 

this goal can hardly be attained. Young people should make good use of their 

existing resources to have a good life.  

“It’s impossible to buy a flat because salaries are too low. Why 
not spend the money to do something you like? Of course you 
can try very hard to save money. Even though you may 
eventually save enough for the down payment, you still have to 
struggle to pay the mortgage. Some people struggle a lot, and 
only eat bread (means that they cannot afford anything else). 
These people do not have good life even if they are a 
homeowner. For me, shelter is necessary but the form and type 
are not important” (Ms Ka, 20 years old, student, residing in 
owner-occupied parental home). 
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Life-style and Preferences  
 

The interviewees (Mr Kwon, Ms Pan, Ms May, and Ms Lui) also agreed that 

young people have their life style and preferences, but their relation to housing is 

debatable. Young people have a distinctive life style because they have different 

life priorities. The societal housing discourse revealed a discourse of personal 

choice. Young people housing discourse revealed a discourse of lack of choice. As 

mentioned in the section on assistance seeking, the term “no choice” is adopted by 

several of the interviewees (Ms Hau, Ms Yeung, and Ms Ka). Unlike the 

discursive construction of reality by the newspapers, young people have many 

struggles with the limited housing options.  

“I did struggle whether I should or should not buy a flat…It is 
an internal struggle of value. I absolutely agree that paying rent 
is paying for someone else’s mortgage. But there are no 
alternatives. If I consider renting as a form of consumption, and 
the rental expenses are paid as an exchange for a better 
relationship with a family member or with a partner, or having 
my own private space, the I consider this consumption 
meaningful” (Ms Wan, 30 years old, secondary school teacher, 
residing in owner-occupied parental home) 

Mr Tang agreed that housing is not the one and only life goal, and some 

people may spend their money to travel or for personal interests. He felt that it is a 

trade-off between the different life options. He saw that people spent less on some 

expenses as a trade-off for housing. 

“I know many people who are either living in a rental unit or 
own their home, might only travel once a year which is not 
much. I often hear that the best way to reduce expenses is to stop 
traveling” (Mr Tang, 28 years old, administrative staff, residing 
in private rental housing). 

The interviewees (12 out of 32) also observed that the pro-ownership 

discourse is supported by the newspaper articles. Mr Tang felt that rental housing 

has received relatively less coverage.  

“Newspaper articles mainly preach about buying a unit by 
cutting down on spending, but they won’t talk about renting or 
provide information about where to find cheaper rental 
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units…There are some kind-hearted people who rent at a lower 
price, but the media does not talk about it”(Mr Tang, 28 years 
old, administrative staff, residing in private rental housing). 

The respondents in this study remain convinced that the rental tenant is 

helping the homeowner pay the mortgage. This is because they are influenced by 

the pro-homeownership discourse. They (11 out of 32) concluded that they should 

pay to own their property rather than paying for other’s flats – the rental flats. A 

number of quotes demonstrate similar sentiments in the interviews, such “paying 

for others”. This discourse in which the renter is financially supporting the 

mortgage of the existing homeowner is likened to thinking that paying rent is 

financially supporting the investment of the homeowner 

“Why pay for others, you should buy (a flat) if you have money!” 
(Mr Kwok, 33 years old, merchandiser, residing in private rental 
housing). 

“We all want to be a homeowner because we don’t want to help 
others pay for their mortgage” (Mr Lam, 32 years old, nurse, 
residing in private rental housing). 

“Many of my friends think that home purchase has priority. 
Renting a flat is not okay. Why help others pay for their 
mortgage?” (Ms Yim, 29 years old, administrative staff, residing 
in PRH). 

“My husband and I struggle a lot, renting a unit is like spending 
a large amount of money to help others with their mortgage. We 
will end up with no savings” (Ms Lauw, 32 years old, artist, 
residing in self-occupied HOS unit). 

Renting a unit, at least to these interviewees, means that fruits of hard work 

are being redirected to other people so that they have assets. Young people, 

especially those from a less wealthier family, can only buy or rent for independent 

living. Given the absence of rent regulation, rental tenants also lack bargaining 

power. The rent level goes up along with the house price. Young people who are 

living in a rental unit feel that they are helping the owners profit from the housing 

flats. In this sense, housing is considered as an investment tool. Thus, the value of 

house use has been kept obscure in the housing discourse. 

The interviewees (Ms Tsui, Ms Pang, and Ms May) argued that rental 
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expenses are a substantial proportion of their income. Living in a rental unit 

conflicts with saving money, so that young people have to decide between living 

in a “money-wasting” rental unit or staying in an overcrowded parental home. 

“What, spend an entire month of salary on rent” (Ms Tsui, 21 
years old, sales, residing in PRH with parent-in-law). 

“Everyone eventually leaves their parental home. In the long run, 
everyone will need a place. Regardless of whether it’s an 
investment, at least you own property if you buy a flat, and not 
paying the mortgage for other people” (Ms Pang 30 years old, 
product specialist, residing in self-occupied private housing). 

“We want to be a ‘DINK44 family’ for the first few years of our 
marriage life. Renting is wasting money. If I have pay for other 
people’s mortgage, why would I not save the money for other 
purposes?” (Ms May, 31 years old, part time clerk, residing in 
owner-occupied unit with parent-in-law). 

The idea of “asset rich, income poor” (Rowlingson, Whyley, & Warren, 1999) 

implies that both asset and income are critical for analysing one’s economic 

circumstances. The dominant discourse of asset rich has strong influence on the 

housing preference of young people as well as their understanding of housing 

expenses. Some of the interviewees (Mr Hung, Mr Tang, and Mr Au) think that 

property owners finance their income by renting out housing units. The 

interviewees commented that the older generation who have assets are privileged. 

Mr Tang considers that he is “financing” the housing expenses of other people 

rather than seeing renting as a cost of housing consumption. Mr Au suggested that 

the pro-homeownership discourse was learnt from the older generation. However, 

“buying your own instead of paying for others” is less applicable to the young 

generation because house prices have already exceeded in beyond their means.  

If I continue to live in a rental unit, I am actually paying the 
mortgage for the owner, or financing his/her retirement. For 
example, my landlord has another property, I think the unit that I 
am living in is financing his personal life” (Mr Tang, 28 years 
old, administrative staff, residing in PRH). 

“The housing demand is strong, and another problem is that 

                                                 
44 “DINK” stands for "Dual Income, No Kids". It describes a couple who do not have children. 
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properties are in the hands of a minority. I know someone who 
owns many properties. He can name many properties under his 
name. Then he leases out the units and has become the ‘King of 
leasing’. We can only pay rent. The older generation would say 
‘buy your own instead of paying for others’, but now we cannot 
even cannot afford the down payment, so I hear that old saying 
less often now” (Mr Au, 27 years old, sales, residing in 
owner-occupied parental home). 

One of the arguments that sustain the pro-homeownership discourse among 

the interviewed young people is that to treat housing expenses as money invested 

if the owner lives in the housing unit. Although they are concerned about potential 

falls in house price, the difference can be compensated. Mr Kwok owns an 

investment property while living in a private rental unit. For him and his friend, 

property price fluctuations are is “acceptable” and “fine” because they can live in 

the unit themselves if needed. 

“Even when people say that the ‘housing market is going down’, 
there aren’t any flats selling for under HK$2 million. The price 
has gone crazy. I told myself that if the price drops, it’s 
acceptable. Worse comes to worst, I can live in that unit, I will 
not lose anything. My friend couldn’t sell his unit before the 
house prices dropped, and they dropped by 10%. His mother 
gave him the down payment. He rented the unit out, and the 
tenant paid for the mortgage, so he is fine” (Mr Kwok, 33 years 
old, merchandiser, living in private rental housing). 

In terms of types of tenure and housing, it is clear that home ownership of 

private housing is the best option in such a context. Compared to other forms of 

housing, private homeownership “retains value”. A similar description can also be 

found in the LTHS policy paper (see Chapter 5). The interviewees (8 out of 32) 

use a range of words (e.g. “investment value”, “zhuantou”, “have to buy”, “sell”, 

“transfer”) to construct the necessity of homeownership.  

“Private housing better retains value. If you have property, you 
should not only consider self-occupation but also the investment 
value” (Mr Lam, 32 years old, nurse, residing in private rental 
housing). 

Having a “zhuantou” (brick and mortar) shelter of my own 
makes me feel more secure” (Ms Hau, 26 years old, sale, 
residing in private rental housing with parent) 
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“Home purchase should not be struggle at the relative price level. 
You have to buy if you need it. I have friends who always 
consider buying, and then the house prices go up the next year. 
The prices went up when they were struggling to make the 
decision. If you aren’t buying for investment, you shouldn’t 
trouble yourself with the ups and downs of the house prices” 
(Ms Yiu, 23 years old, property agent, residing in self-occupied 
parental property). 

“The Chinese have a concept in which they feel that property 
retains value. If I own my unit outright, I can either sell it or 
leave it for next generation. Or I can apply for a reverse 
mortgage when I am old. I can even transfer the ownership to 
another family member. I own the property so the value retained 
benefits me” (Ms Lui, 35 years old, finance consultant, residing 
in PRH with parent-in-law). 

Although a few of the interviewees (Mr Au, Mr Park, and Mr Chan) 

challenged the pro-homeownership discourse, homeownership remains the top 

priority among all of the interviewees.  

 

6.1.2. Structurally -oriented Themes 
 

There are four discourse themes identified that are structurally oriented: 

“housing provision system”, “social mobility”, “social cohesion” and “policy 

development”. 

The discourse theme on the housing provision system argues that the 

structural causes of housing problems are due to: (1) imbalance in supply of land 

and demand, (2) Young people are facing a “rental-purchase dilemma”, (3) 

incorporates the dialectical interaction of personal effort and structural constraints. 

The social mobility discourse argues that young people prefer upward 

mobility but the possibility is limited. Therefore, a discourse of downward 

mobility is found.  

The social cohesion discourse echoes a popular discourse on the 

“discrimination of young people”. The interviewees (11 out of 32) felt that the 

government has not been rational nor reasonable in resource allocation.  

The policy development discourse also argues for government taking on 

increased responsibility for the housing situation. However, the focus is on 

catering to the housing needs of young people. The political discourse argues that 
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the government has already framed the needs of young people in such way so that 

pro-market policy measures are in place. 

 

Housing Provision System  
 

Of all the reasons for the housing problem in Hong Kong, insufficient land 

supply in response to the growth of the population is frequently cited by the 

government, media and young people. Specifically, the societal housing discourse 

argues that an imbalance in supply of land and demand for living space is the 

cause of the current housing problem, including a long waiting list for PRH, 

insufficient living space and high housing prices/rents. Ms Chou, Ms Chow and 

Mr Wong indicate that the market is the determinant of the housing situation, and 

particularly favours the discourse related to insufficient land supply, based on 

their own observations. This discourse of insufficient land supply highlights the 

belief that the exorbitant housing prices are due to a limited supply of land in 

Hong Kong. They have adopted the societal housing discourse, as many of their 

utterings indicate the market to have a vital role, including using phrases such as 

“insufficient land supply”, “huge population”, and “scarce land”.  

“Maybe there is an insufficient land supply, the government is 
not building that much, there is also a long waiting list for PRH. 
Actually the main problem is that there is a huge population in a 
place with very scarce land”(Ms Chou, 31 years old, housewife, 
residing in self-occupied private housing). 

The discourse of market determination has long been a dominant discourse, 

and Ms Chow combines her personal housing experiences with knowledge from 

the education system. She indicated that there is “a huge population in a place 

with very scarce land”, “demand over supply”, “highest population density in the 

world”. 

 “I’m living in an HOS unit. I feel that we don’t have enough 
space. There are eight units for each floor and 5-6 people live in 
each unit, and it is very crowded. The books and education 
system tell us that we are ‘a huge population in a place with 
very scarce land’, there is ‘demand over supply’, and we have 
the ‘highest population density in the world’. These affect my 
understanding of the current housing issue” (Ms Chow, 32 years 
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old, event manager, residing in owner-occupied parental 
property). 

However, some of the interviewees (Ms Ka, Ms Choi, Mr Au, and Mr Lam) 

questioned whether there is really an insufficient land supply. Mr Lam wondered 

about the relationship between land supply and the limited supply of housing units. 

He pointed out that there are other factors which could be overlooked.  

“Hong Kong still has space for development. ‘A huge population 
in a place with very scarce land’? I doubt it. Hong Kong is small, 
but, high house prices cannot simply be explained with one 
factor. We should look at the bigger picture. For example, 
quantitative easing in the US, the impact could be that property 
is more valuable than cash” (Mr Lam, 32 years old, nurse, 
residing in private rental housing).  

Other interviewees (Ms Wan, Ms Yeung, and Mr Park) also wondered about 

insufficient land supply based on their daily observations. They came up with a 

different conclusion which suggests that land is actually available. Their concern 

is that there is waste of land resources and land supply under the control of the 

developers. Ms Wan suspected that the construction of a discourse based on 

insufficient land has “legitimised” the high and continual increases of house 

prices. 

“It creates a legitimate reason for high house prices. Actually 
there are many other means to address the high house prices 
such as population control, housing policy intervention, land use, 
etc. But these factors are not being discussed, Hong Kong 
people just simply agree that since we are living in Hong Kong, 
that is the reason for expensive housing” (Ms Wan, 30 years old, 
secondary school teacher, residing in owner-occupied parental 
home). 

Mr Park also noticed that there is “land available” but it might be “controlled 

by property developers”.  

“Our geography lessons said that we are ‘a huge population in a 
place with very scarce land’, and everybody says this. I don’t 
agree . We all want to buy property near the metro. The number 
of buildings in those areas can’t be increased. But there are some 
other places in Hong Kong, where transportation is less 
developed. There is land available. The supply is controlled by 
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property developers, they may not submit a tender for a reason, 
because it is all about making money” (Mr Park, 25 years old, 
self-employed, residing in PRH). 

Against the discourse of market determination, some of the interviewees (6 

out of 32) have adopted a discourse of market failure. Young people are facing a 

“rental-purchase dilemma”. Without government support through an appropriate 

policy, rent is increasing rapidly as experienced by Ms Lee. She faced the 

dilemma in which her household income could either be spent mostly on rent or 

saved as a down payment for home purchase. As her family needed a roof over 

their head, renting is her only choice. She insinuated the powerlessness of 

individuals who are facing the housing market, “like(s) a lamb being led to 

slaughter” and the lack of “basic human rights”.  

“The rent is increasing every day, it’s really unreasonable. Not 
acceptable in terms of rent-to-income ratio. I think the 
government has not protected us. The ‘free market logic’ distorts 
housing as basic human right. I can’t afford to own a home so I 
turn to renting, just ‘like a lamb being led to slaughter’ because I 
have no alternative. I cannot save money when I’m renting. If I 
try to buy a flat, I need half of my household income to pay for 
the mortgage. What I can do is find a cheaper place, far away, 
and lower my standards. That’s my plan.” (Ms Lee, 29 years old, 
teaching support staff, residing in private rental housing with 
parent). 

Mr Ma argued that the existing housing system is transforming Hong Kong 

from a “knowledge-based economy” to a “housing-speculation economy”. He 

meant that even uneducated people could enjoy a higher income if they have 

housing assets.  

“This is a ‘housing-speculation economy’ instead of a 
‘“knowledge-based economy’. In a knowledge-based economy, 
people like us should be wealthier. But now people who have 
assets are the most wealthy even when s/he is not educated” (Mr 
Ma, 30 years old, urban planner, residing in private rental 
housing). 

Mr Lam added the negative effects of purchasing a flat. Although speculation 

is a means of earning money as long as the investor can bear the risk, young 

people are less likely to make money from speculation compared to the older 
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generation. The reasons are due to the anti-speculation mechanisms and young 

people who are more likely to encounter the down cycle of the housing market. 

“Housing speculation has a higher return compared to trading in 
the stock market. But it’s harder now because the government 
has imposed the double stamp duty (DSD) and special stamp 
duty (SSD). If the house price goes down, your property 
becomes devalued. You might argue that price change to an 
owner-occupier has no immediate impact, but it generates a 
negative feeling. Also the retained value goes down” (Mr Lam, 
32 years old, residing in private rental housing). 

It is also pointed out that the nature of housing has changed. Mr Ma 

suggested that housing is categorized into ‘basics’ and ‘luxury’. However, he felt 

that he will not very likely be able to afford even the basic type of housing. He 

anticipates paying more to satisfy his basic housing needs in the future. 

“There are two types of housing. The basics refer to PRH or 
HOS units. I can forget about them, but they could be a 
possibility later in my life. ‘Luxury’ types of housing are private 
housing. Under the existing housing policy, units are becoming 
smaller but the price is still increasing” (Mr Ma, 30 years old, 
urban planner, residing in private rental housing). 

Mr Park argued that housing is only a commodity. The individual needs of 

homeownership is being constructed by the media, such as through 

“advertisements” or “promotions”. He thinks that buying a unit is not a necessity, 

and the current house prices which are equivalent to a life time of earnings are 

unreasonable. 

“The property market is under pressure. They’re all the same, 
housing is just a kind of commodity. It’s not a must to live in 
certain kind of housing. Maybe the advertisements or 
promotions have created the concept that all Hong Kong people 
‘want’ and ‘need’ to buy a flat. The price is so unreasonably high, 
it will cost your entire life savings” (Mr Park, 25 years old, 
self-employed, residing in PRH). 

The young people housing discourse calls for a discourse that incorporates 

the dialectical interaction of personal effort and structural constraints. That means 

that housing should not be simply seen as the result of personal efforts or 
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attributed to societal reasons. Both perspectives have to be considered. Ms Lee 

indicated that Hong Kong society focuses more on individual ability. She is also 

aware of the structural constraints that prevent young people from their full 

potential. Ms Ngo stated that there is conflict between the two different 

generations in terms of the efforts made to solve the housing problem. 

“Maybe our society, a capitalist society, considers personal 
effort as the cause of the housing problem. Sometimes my 
parents would say that the younger generation is suffering. Some 
people who make more profit would criticise others for being 
incapable and not hardworking enough and therefore they can’t 
buy a flat. I think people can frame the problem as individual 
ability. But framing the housing problem as a social problem is 
being too general. I think a policy is needed, for example, rental 
control” (Ms Lee, 29 years old, teaching support staff, residing 
in private rental housing with parent) 

“The perspective of the young people is that they think ‘I tried 
and I didn’t succeed so it’s not my problem’. The perspective of 
other people or the older generation or general public is that 
‘homeownership is your responsibility’. So people have 
different perspectives” (Ms Ngo, 31 years old, primary school 
teacher, residing in owner-occupied housing with parent-in-law). 

Social Mobility  
 

In general, the interviewees (14 out of 32) draw on the discourse of upward 

mobility. Societal housing discourses argue that the younger generation cannot 

compare to the older generation in terms of attitude. The former has enjoyed more 

education opportunities and resources. To the interviewees (Mr Ma, Mr Lam, and 

Ms Chow), upward mobility is a good and appropriate goal. The problem is the 

lack of opportunities available. When the respondents thought about their current 

situation, some (7 out of 32) with a higher income think that there is still hope of 

upward mobility. In contrast, their peers with lower income (Mr Au and Mr Tang) 

feel that upward mobility will not be easily attainable. 

Therefore, a discourse of downward mobility has emerged in the interviews, 

which means that the younger generation have limited opportunities so they 

cannot move up the social ladder or even actually moving down. The discussions 

were focused on wages, in that salaries did not change but the price of living is 

now over inflated.  
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“Young people in our generation lack opportunity for upward 
mobility, unless you work really hard. Otherwise, it’s very 
difficult compare to our parents’ generation” (Ms Lau, 32 years 
old, secondary school teacher, residing in PRH parental home). 

“I don’t think that young people are asking for a quick solution. 
My family discusses the housing issue sometimes, and we all 
feel that society has changed. From my father’s generation to 
my generation, this is a period of 30 years from the early 80s to 
late 2000s. Back then, the house price to income was in 
proportion. Housing was an achievable target. Nowadays, house 
price to income is not in proportion” (Ms Chow, 32 years old, 
event manager, residing in owner-occupied parental property). 

The “housing market is crazy” is generally uttered by the interviewees. They 

(20 out of 32) blame employers for exploiting workers. Therefore, young people 

as a group have suffered. Society does not recognise the efforts of young people. 

Ms Yeung argued that the older generation has enjoyed government support when 

they were young. People with assets and resources point their fingers at young 

people, without considering their situation. 

“Are you crazy? Where would young people live if they don’t 
apply for PRH? People keep saying that young people aren’t 
hardworking, why don’t they show me how it’s done? The older 
generation also started by living PRH when they were young. 
Many old people are rich but they are still living in PRH. I 
would say that young people are really putting in effort. A recent 
discussion by the government is about the employers who don’t 
want to pay employees for overtime work hours, because they 
will lose money. Well, on the flip side, employees are losing due 
to unpaid overtime hours worked. It’s not logical…Young 
people are not hardworking? They work overtime until 10 pm 
for only HK$10,000 a month” (Ms Yeung, 30 years old, nurse, 
residing in owner-occupied unit with parent). 

The societal housing discourse of the housing ladder implies that young 

people will progressively move up the ladder. However, the interviewees stated 

that the reality is that their money is just enough for daily life. Ms May stated that 

the housing price has been so inflated that even reducing daily expenses will not 

allow for home purchase. 

“Young people are making efforts, but their income is too low. 
Even if they didn’t spend much on a daily basis, they won’t have 
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much left to save. Young people have accepted the fact that they 
need to save money. But after 10 years, the house prices have 
increased by 20% or 30%”(Ms May, 31 years old, part time 
clerk, residing in owner-occupied unit with parent-in-law). 

Social Cohesion 
 

A discourse on discrimination of young people was also identified through 

the interviews. The interviewees (Ms Yiu, Mr Lam, Ms Yeung, and Ms Choi) 

revealed that there is conflict between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’. The former 

refers to those with housing as an asset while the latter do not own any housing as 

an asset. Ms Yeung commented that her friend as a homeowner is always looking 

forward to value increases of her property. However, she also pointed out that 

owner-occupiers with one property might not benefit from the house price 

increase. 

“I have a friend who is a nurse. She bought a flat two years ago 
because she was getting married. Once she said something like 
work harder and you can buy a flat. We were hanging out one 
day, and she said she wished the house price would keep going 
up so her property has a higher value. At that moment, I thought 
to myself ‘are you crazy? Don’t you know what’s happening? 
You’re an owner-occupier and you don’t have an extra unit to 
lease out. You’re not going to benefit even if the price goes up’. 
I was so angry so I stopped contacting her” (Ms Yeung, 30 years 
old, nurse, residing in owner-occupied unit with parent). 

The government uses age as a reference to determine housing needs. Ms 

Choi argued that age does not matter, everyone has housing needs. Restrictions in 

applying for PRH are, in reality, applicable to one age group - the young people. 

Mr Lam argued that the government has overlooked the housing needs of young 

people, and it is also unfair to young tax payers. If the PRH system accepts 

applications from those who are 18, then eligible young people should apply.  

“You have to pay in order to have a place to live in. The Hong 
Kong housing policy is to assist lower income groups through 
PRH. Demand is much greater then supply now, so applications 
for PRH made by young people has caught everyone’s attention. 
The major difference among a person who is 40 years old, 20 
years old and 8 years old is income. Money is the core factor not 
age” (Ms Choi, 31 years old, residing in public rental housing). 
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“It’s not appropriate to be critical of young applicants of PRH. 
They also need a place to live in. On average, the unit size in 
Hong Kong is small. What is the problem for young people to 
apply for PRH? They are also citizens, pay taxes, and PRH is a 
Hong Kong citizen’s right, so what is the problem when young 
people apply? If the criteria are met, then they have the right to 
apply. The PRH policy already has a separate application for 
singles and families, and there are two different queues. Elderly 
singles can apply for housing for senior citizens. Why do people 
mix up the different groups?” (Mr Lam, 32 years old, nurse, 
residing in private rental housing). 

Instead of setting an age limit, the government should assign a quota to 

applicants of different groups. Ms Sze pointed out that the existing PRH allocation 

system does not cater to the needs of the different groups but purposefully 

excludes young people.  

“I have a feeling that the government do not want to help young 
singles. Compared to other groups, they would rather help the 
elderly. Maybe they think that the elderly lack financial ability. 
With the help of QPS and social assistance, it is easier for the 
elderly to have a PRH unit. Or low-income families, especially 
those with young children, they have higher priority too. Young 
singles always line up behind them. I think a certain quota 
should be assigned to the different groups. It’s an issue of 
allocation and resource distribution” (Ms Sze, 28 years old, 
administrative staff, residing in PRH). 

Views are shared in terms of rational and reasonable resource allocation, and 

the interviewees (Mr Kwon, Mr Wan, and Ms Wing) cannot see the logic behind 

the public policy in Hong Kong. Ms Wing felt that public resources are not used 

wisely.  

“Housing…it’s overcrowded, need to wait for many years for 
PRH. The news frequently mentions insufficient land or need to 
build more units… I don’t know exactly what they want to build. 
Some say that money needs to be spent on a third runway for the 
airport. The government spends money on unnecessary things 
instead of building more housing” (Ms Wing, 34 years old, 
Designer, residing in PRH with parents-in-law).  
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Policy Development  
 

All of the interviewees (Ms Choi, Ms Lauw, and Ms Yeung) find fault with 

the HKSAR government. They felt that the government has failed to regulate the 

housing market, both the homeownership and rental markets. Therefore, 

government responsibility that is highlighted in young people housing discourse 

refers to the fact that the government does not sufficiently cater to young people.  

The government gives preference to family households. In realizing that 

families have a higher priority in PRH applications, Ms Lauw married her 

husband before submitting her application for a HOS unit. Not everyone is as 

fortunate as Ms Lauw as she was going to marry anyway. This shows that the 

existing housing policy favours single people less. 

“Although we were planning to get married, marrying would 
give us a better chance to get a HOS unit. We were thinking 
about Greenview Villa, so we submitted an application once we 
registered for marriage. Then we submitted another application 
to the HOS Secondary Market Scheme (the Interim Scheme) 
before the deadline. At that time, we registered for marriage for 
the sake of the housing application” (Ms Lauw, 32 years old, 
artist, residing in self-occupied HOS unit) 

In response to young people as a political tool, the housing needs of young 

people are misinterpreted in the societal housing discourse. The government and 

politicians have reframed their housing needs in order to facilitate 

pro-homeownership policy measures. The interviewees (Mr Kwon and Mr Tang) 

argued that the Hong Kong government does not understand young people. Mr 

Tang referred to the official online blog of ex-Financial Secretary Mr John Tsang 

Chun-wah (Tsang, 2010), in which he stated that young people wanted a club 

house and all kinds of facilities. Mr Tang said that the blog reflected the ignorance 

of government officials. 

“I think that he does not understand young people. First, not all 
young people like red wine. Second, not all young people want 
to go to a club house. Many of them go home and shut 
themselves in their own space, live in their own world…Club 
houses are not needed” (Mr Tang, 28 years old, administrative 
staff, residing in private rental housing). 
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Mr Chan used to work as a team member for government-funded housing 

research. He felt that in his experience, the government policies cared more about 

the interests of private developers. Among the 32 interviewees, only Mr Chan (see 

quote below) and Mr Park (see ‘housing provision system’) brought up private 

developers. The vested interests of private property developers have not been 

brought up in the dominant housing discourse. 

“I was involved in a government commissioned housing policy 
research, so I know what happens. I won’t be buying a flat. 
Governments rely on these flats because they are friends with 
property developers. Buying a home is just playing into their 
hands” (Mr Chan, 30 years old, residing in private rental 
housing with parents). 
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6.2. Analysis of Text  
 

Having presented the findings from the semi-structured interviews, the 

discussion will now turn to the analysis of the text. This section will focus on two 

particularly pertinent elements, i.e., analyses of the words and metaphors. 

 

6.2.1. Analysis of Words  
 

Words Related to Young People 
 

Compared to the societal housing discourse, the interviewees adopted a 

number of different words to describe young people aside from their age. Four 

related categories related to young people have been identified.  

The first category of words are related to goals and aspirations. These include 

young people who think that they “deserve” a certain amount of income and 

“deserve” to have enough money for a down payment at a certain stage of life (Ms 

Kwon). In addition, these include young people who have “unlimited 

opportunities” as they have time to work on their future (Mr Lam); “hope” for 

their future (Ms Lee) and “choices” in their life (Ms Yim). 

The second category of words are about action and behaviour. These refer to 

different actions taken, such as young people should “leave home” (Ms Yiu), 

“work harder” (Ms Lee), and shoulder “responsibilities” (Ms Ngo). These reflect 

that the interviewees expect young people to better themselves in different areas 

of life. Some are more critical of young people, such as they are “lazy, stupid and 

not paying attention” (Ms May), who then become “burden to society” and are 

“hopeless” (Mr Hung) or “unable” or cannot buy a flat (Mr Au). These are 

criticisms of young people in that they cannot fulfill the expectations of society. 

The third category of words are about identity. These include “student” (Ms 

Pan), “underage” (Mr Wong), and “subjects of criticism” (Ms Yim). These imply 

that young people are too young, incapable and should be supervised.  

The fourth category of words are about maturity, i.e. “ignorant” and 

“inexperienced” (Ms Ka), “(not) recognised by society” yet (Mr Lau), “enjoys life” 

(Ms Pang, Ms Ngo), “spoiled” (Ms Choi), “have no burden or pressure” (Ms 

Wing), and “financially immature” (Ms Chow). Although the construction of 
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neologism is not the focus of this study, the word “hea” should be highlighted. 

“Hea” is a common Hong Kong slang. It means to “hang out”(Leung, 2009); to 

just stay at home and do nothing (Tsang, 2014), being lazy or idle (Lai & Ng, 

2014). In this study, the meaning of “hea” is more than laziness. The interviewees 

use “hea” as an umbrella term to describe the passive behaviour and laid back 

attitude of young people. It also implies wasting time and living a casual life 

without any goals. The interviewees pointed out that young people are “hea” due 

to personal reasons (e.g. overprotected by parents) and structural constraints. 

However, in studies that focus on the context of a “risk society”, young people 

who do not have support are less motivated to deal with the problems that they 

face (Beck, 1992). Such criticism could be considered as the lack of empathy of 

the public towards young people. 

 
Words Related to Housing 

  

The interviewees commented that housing has multiple meanings as many of 

them are aware that the nature of housing varies. Three categories of words 

related to housing have been identified.  

The first category of words is about housing as a physical entity, such as a 

“place to sleep” (Ms Yiu), “shelter” (Ms Pang), a piece of “property” (Mr Kwon, 

Mr Kwok, Ms Ngo), “public rental housing” (Ms Choi), and “overcrowded” (Ms 

Chow, Mr Chan). These describe housing as a place and building for residence. 

However, there are also contradicting words that reveals different perspectives, 

that housing is not just a physical entity. Housing is a “basic necessity” (Ms Wing) 

as well as a “luxury” (Mr Wong). As found in the West (Whitehead, 2003), 

housing as “basic necessity” is not merely about shelter. It also implies security 

and opportunity. As for “luxury housing”, this would require a substantial 

proportion of the household income for low income households and especially for 

young people.  

The second category of words are about the value of housing. These include 

a “protective mechanism for the future” and “indicator” of personal ability (Ms 

Wing), “expensive” in monetary terms (Mr Au, Ms Lau, and Ms Yim), has 

intrinsic “investment value” (Mr Lam), and an “important element” of life (Mr 

Wan). The value of housing is not only considered its use and investment value, 
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there are additional values of housing that are abstract, including “home” (Mr Lau 

and Ms Lauw), “a sweet home” (Ms Wing), “the norm” (Mr Kwon), “family” (Ms 

Yim and Ms Pan), “relaxing” (Ms Lee), and “settling down” (Mr Hung). While 

the societal discourse stressed on the importance of wealth creation by housing 

exchanges in the market, the interviewees highlighted the social and cultural 

values of housing.  

Third, apart from the words that describe housing, there are words that reflect 

the emotions and feelings of the interviewees toward housing. These include 

“headache” (Mr Lam), “miserable” (Mr Au), “very difficult” (Ms Lauw), 

“pressure” and “a Hong Kong problem” (Ms Yim), “silly” (Ms Wing), “crazy” 

and “unfair” (Mr Park, Ms Lauw, and Mr Kwok) “impossible”, and “insufficient” 

(Mr Au and Ms May). These reveal their dissatisfaction with the current housing 

market and housing policies. As Fox O'mahony and Overton (2015) argued, the 

significance of home as a meaningful place is absent from asset-based welfare 

discourses which stress the exchange value of homeownership. The promotion of 

asset-based welfare strategies by the government has divided people into the 

‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’ of homeownership (Doling & Ronald, 2010). Young 

people excluded from the homeownership market construct different discourses 

against the housing markets in general and homeownership markets in particular. 

 

Words Related to Young People Housing 
 

The words related to young people and housing concomitantly consist of a 

number of categories. They tend to be negative and discontenting. First, the 

concept of young people housing is not considered to be available, such as “no 

such thing” (Ms Ka and Ms Pan), and “impossible” (Mr Lau). As young people 

have “no urgent needs” (Ms Choi), society and the government anticipate that 

young people can stay with their parents until they are not financially “incapable” 

(Ms Wing). Being at “fault” (Ms Choi), people either think that young people only 

depend on parental support or are still planning for their housing needs as they are 

still young. The interviewees described young people housing as “no such thing 

except for parental help” (Ms Wing). 

Secondly, the discourse of young people housing is linked to perceptions of 

affordability. There is the need for “saving” towards homeownership (Ms Ngo) 
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and a start of life planning (Mr Wan). Young people housing is something “very 

difficult” (Ms Wing), “has pressure”, and “unaffordable” (Ms Yim) due to high 

rents and house prices. The words show negative feeling such as “hopelessness” 

and “falling behind” as housing prices increase (Ms Lauw). They also stressed on 

the structural challenges that cause the housing problems of young people. 

In reality, the interviewees need to address their housing problem themselves. 

Some adopt a more proactive perspective such as “perseverance”, “targeting to get 

on board (for housing)” (Ms Yiu), and extending the “battle line” (which means 

extend the mortgage repayment period) (Ms Ho). They identify that a “smaller 

unit” would be “easy to get on board (to buy a house)”, and a unit “under HK$4 

million” would fit the mortgage policy of the average commercial banks (Ms 

Pang). Some suggest looking for a “subdivided unit”, and “rental unit”(Ms Chow), 

and their hopes for a “very, very small but nicely designed” unit (Ms Hau) or a 

place for young couples and children or a private venue that allows gatherings 

(Ms Pan). 

Some of the interviewees exhibit a relatively pessimistic perspective with 

regard to the policy changes for young people with words such as “non-stop 

working without rest” (Mr Wong), “waiting” and “complaining” (Ms May), and 

the government “seems to have” a youth housing programme (Mr Park).  

 

6.2.2. Analysis of Metaphors 
 

Metaphors Related to Young People  
 

The interviewees were less likely to use metaphors to describe young people. 

The main reason is that most of them considered themselves as part of that 

community. Instead of using metaphors, they directly referred to young people as 

“me” or “we” or “our generation”. They tended to use metaphoric words during 

the discussion of housing and its relation to young people. This implies that the 

issue of housing carries different meanings that require extra description through 

the utilization of metaphors. 
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Metaphors Related to Housing 
 

Young people adopted the “getting on board” as a metaphor for first-time 

homeownership, which can be found in the semi-structured interviews. In addition, 

the term “zhuantou” (which mean brick and mortar) was used. “zhuantou” implies 

a tangible investment product. Young people can access a number of investment 

products due to technology and financial market development like stocks and 

shares. “Brick” is still regarded as the most preferable investment product. The 

metaphor, “zhuantou”, which also carries the meaning of the basic element of 

buildings, symbolises the basic necessities of life. As housing has a prospective 

investment value in addition to its use, young people have less hesitation to 

transition to homeownership if they have sufficient financial resources for the 

down payment. “zhuantou” as a metaphor echoes other studies on homeownership 

in the UK and Australia (Clapham, 2002; Gurney, 1999a). 

 

Metaphors Related to Young People Housing 
 

“Housing slaves” was a term prevalently used in the interviews. The 

interviewees felt that transitioning to homeownership meant shouldering a heavy 

financial burden, and loss of funds for daily expenses. They would also need to 

secure employment to pay for the mortgage, so they considered homeowners to be 

“housing slaves”. Ms Ho considered the process to be a “battle”. Young people 

believe that they have to go through hardships even if there is possible 

accumulation wealth through housing. 
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6.3. Analysis of Discourse Practices 
 

6.3.1. Interdiscursive Analysis 
 

The data show that there is a complex and high degree of interdiscursivity 

across the young people housing discourse. A wide range of discourses are noted 

to have drawn on the societal housing discourse. They are in general formed by 

young people that combines pro-homeownership, social exclusion, market failure, 

affordability and housing right. 

The interviewees presented a new interdiscursive mix that combines a 

pro-homeownership discourse with a social exclusion (Clapham, 2006) and market 

failure (Hunter and Nixon, 1999) discourse. Young people in Hong Kong are 

excluded from PRH so they need to access the housing market instead. A 

discourse that considers both personal efforts and structural constraints is found in 

the interviews. The housing discourse shifts away from market failure and to 

government non-intervention of the housing market (Martin, 2011). Ms Lee 

pointed out that the “younger generation is suffering”. Such “suffering” implies 

that young people are being discursively criticised in the societal housing 

discourse (such as the discourse on dependency). The discursive blend shows that 

young people have recontextualised the meaning of homeownership. They have 

transformed the societal pro-homeownership discourse to suit the new context. 

For example, homeownership in the societal housing discourse refers to 

maintaining a “standard of living” (Government of the HKSAR, 1998, p. 20). In 

the young people housing discourse, achieving homeownership means to extend 

the “battle line” (Ms Ho). The dominant discourse built around policy discourse is 

the “homeownership aspirations” of the younger generation. During the process of 

discourse construction, the dominant societal housing discourse is influential. 

Homeownership is associated with a set of desirable values (Gurney, 1999b). 

However, once the non-discursive elements (such as family background, 

experience, social and economic situations) are incorporated into the analysis, the 

interdiscursive hybridity is affected: homeownership is unrealistic. The efforts of 

young people have not recognized by society which causes conflict between 

social class and the different generations. 

The interviewees (and some of the newspaper articles that reported alternate 
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discourses) quoted examples on how people struggle and are eventually 

able/unable to address the housing problem. Homeownership is not the solution. 

Given that the current house prices are far beyond the affordability of young 

people, young people have constructed a hybrid discourse on the housing market 

which has excluded young people. 

Young people of a higher social class conform more to the discourse of the 

housing ladder, whilst those who are not, challenge the notion through a discourse 

of downward mobility. This means that young people are not able to move up the 

social ladder. The interviewees see themselves as living in a generation that have 

less opportunities compared to the previous generation. A discourse of downward 

mobility is associated with social exclusion. The social exclusion discourse 

emphasises the enduring nature of poverty and transferred from one generation to 

another (Clapham, 2006). The discourse of downward mobility shows that low 

income young people might face a housing situation that is even worse than that 

of their parents. The relationship between “social mobility” and “housing ladder” 

is ambiguous in the new discursive blend. As life is a planned project 

(Beck-Gernsheim, 1996), new goals and aspirations have emerged. This hybrid 

blend of interdiscursivity is exemplified in the response of the interviewees which 

include “applying for PRH because of the lack of upward mobility”, and “life is 

not only about mortgage payments”. The interdiscursive mix is located in 

development in terms of the development of the economy and individual wealth. The 

societal housing discourse puts strong emphasis on the housing ladder and the 

opportunities available in the housing and labour markets where development of 

individual wealth lies. 

A number of discourses related to young people have been identified in 

Chapter 3 which outline the structural challenges that surround young people, 

such as housing affordability problems (Wolch & Li, 1997), structural inequality 

(Coffey & Farrugia, 2013), young people as a risk (Wyn & White, 1997) and in 

danger of losing out on (economic) opportunities (Furlong & Cartmel, 1997). In 

their consideration of homeownership, the interviewees do not strongly commit to 

being homeowners. They also feel that the property market (housing price) and 

income cannot be changed. As the economic background of young people is a 

very critical factor for handling the housing problem, the meaning of 

homeownership has been recontextualised in accordance with their 
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socio-economic circumstances. Therefore, the interviewees argued that the 

previous generation is living in their past “memories” without recognising 

changes in modern society. As mentioned above, some argued that the older 

generation had more opportunities. Young people believe that the rate of house 

price/ rent changes in the past is not as fast as that nowadays.  

Two new hybrid discourses, the missing discourse of property developers and 

the emergence of gender as a discourse, are identified. Interviewees form new 

hybrid discourses as relationships among discursive, social and cultural changes 

that are typically not transparent to the people involved (Fairclough, 1992). 

Connections and causes of young people housing problem are hidden in the 

discourses. The hegemony of developers, for example, is absent from the young 

people discourse. In the current study, very few interviewees addressed the role of 

the property developers or property agents who have power to influence the 

private housing market. They generally accepted the “fact” that Hong Kong lacks 

land and therefore there is a resultant housing shortage. In turn, housing becomes 

unaffordable. This problem of affordability is a natural outcome of the “fact” that 

there is scarcity of land, and has become individualized. Some of the interviewees 

tried to address the structural causes of the affordability problem, such as inflow 

of foreign capital and increasing numbers of investors and immigrants from 

Mainland China. Only two interviewees mentioned the critical significance of 

property developers or agents, which dominate the development of housing 

market, but they have some sort of relationship that allows them to gain insight 

such as working on a research team that examines the issue. The majority only 

commented on personal housing issues, those of their friends and family, and 

government policy. 

There is the absence of gender in the societal housing discourse. However, 

gender differences in housing are revealed in the young people housing discourse. 

The interviewees shared their views and observations of their friends. They 

pointed out that there is a gender difference in housing (Ms Yim and Mr Hung for 

example). They believe that men should shoulder more responsibility because 

they assume the role of household head, so they are expected to provide shelter 

for their family (for example Ms Yiu) while women can just make requests. This 

is especially true when a couple reaches the stage of marriage, and women are 

more concerned about the housing arrangements with expectations that the man 
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would be responsible for addressing the issue. The interviewees also felt that men 

are more flexible. This is because first, the wife is expected to move in and live 

with the husband’s family in the Chinese culture. The husband has no concerns 

about living with his parents after marriage as those are his parents and he is used 

to the living arrangements already (for example Ms Wing). Secondly, men are less 

sensitive to the tenure type and the living environment (for example Mr Chan), 

while women care about their safety (for example Ms Yim). Females are more 

demanding because they have more incentive to form a household outside the 

parental housing of their husband (for example Ms Lauw). The wife (or the 

parents of the wife) many encourage the husband (or the son-in-law) to rent or 

buy a unit if it is financially possible (Ms Yim and Ms Chou for example). Thus, 

the women and her parents are usually the ones who push for change. For those 

who feel that there are no gender differences in housing discourse may say that 

the conventions of men acting as household head no longer apply to modern times. 

Despite the differences in discourse, both believe that men and women are equally 

facing the same housing challenges (Ms Hau for example). Housing needs are an 

issue regardless of individual gender. 

The analysis of discourse practices has revealed that multiple discourses 

co-exist in Hong Kong. The interdiscursivity of societal housing discourse is low. 

Discourses of young people as problematic, and that young people should not be 

recipients of welfare, produce a hybrid community that is pro-market and 

pro-homeownership. On the other hand, the interdiscursivity of young people 

housing discourse is high. The complex combinations of different elements reveal 

different orders of discourses among young people. Discursive practices are 

considered to bridge the text and social practices. A high level of interdiscursivity 

in the young people housing discourse might lead to social change. However, 

whether the text is maintained or transformed and articulated with social practices 

will be discussed in following part of this thesis. 

  



 

190 

6.4. Conclusion 
 

This chapter has discussed the findings from semi-structured interviews with 

32 young people. They all agree that the housing prices in the private market is 

unreasonably high, and at the same time, the government does not give support to 

young people to deal with their housing problems. The interviewees who have 

family support or a higher income have better housing experiences. 

Socio-economic background therefore affects attitude toward housing, and they 

hold different discourses. The interviewees draw on the structural constraints that 

they face. In response to the criticisms of young people, they responded with their 

own discontentment towards the housing policy and the imbalances in the private 

housing market.  

The analysis of the text shows that young people have internalised some of 

the societal housing discourse, such as the preference for homeownership and the 

belief that housing retains value. Meanwhile, they also show their negative 

emotions toward the government and the market. Young people have also adopted 

the metaphors used in the policy papers and the newspapers. This provides 

evidence that young people dialectically interact with the prevalent societal 

housing discourse. 
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Chapter 7 Discussion 
 

In this research work, a research gap between young people and housing 

discourses has been identified after carrying out an extensive literature review. 

Young people are relatively vulnerable due to their socio-economic position in 

society. Consequently, the contents of policy papers and newspaper articles have 

been examined and interviews carried out as provided in Chapters 5 and 6. Based 

on the findings, primary issues are identified which will be discussed in this 

chapter. The aim is to discuss the research findings and analyses in relation to the 

housing and youth literature, and answer the research question. Section 7.1 

examines the discourse identified in this study in relation to the housing and youth 

literature. Section 7.2 investigates the ‘order of the discourse’ of housing in Hong 

Kong. That is, to provide a holistic discussion of the housing discourse of young 

people in Hong Kong. Sections 7.3 will respond to the research question. Section 

7.4 discusses the key contributions of this study, which include theoretical, 

methodological and practical contributions. Section 7.5 concludes the chapter. 

 

7.1. Overview of Societal and Young People Housing Discourse  
 

In this section, the relationship between the discourses identified in this 

research and five areas of housing discourse in the west (as outlined in Chapter 

Two) will be delineated. A summary of the main context of each discourse is 

provided in in Appendices (Tables VI-1 and VI-2). The following will show, first, 

the theoretical context of the local housing discourse. Second, a comparison is 

provided between societal housing and young people housing discourses. The 

interpretation of reality as constructed by young people through self reflection in 

contemplating their experiences and interaction with society (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966). The comparison comprises a further step towards understanding the 

convergence and divergence of societal housing and young people housing 

discourses. The results will also be used as a reference for the analysis of social 

practices in the next section, which will discuss the recontextualisation of the 

housing discourse. In the mapping of the discourses and the five related areas, 

some are applicable to more than one area, for example, the discourse of 
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pro-homeownership applies to all five areas. One other area has also emerged, 

which is gender difference. On the other hand, a particular discourse discussed in 

one area may seem only applicable to that area. As Fairclough (2000, p. 171) 

explained:  

Genres, styles and discourses are on the one hand relatively 
permanent elements of orders of discourse, and on the other 
hand instantaneously and shiftingly constituted in specific texts 
in ways which may to a greater or lesser degree reproduce or 
transform the permanence of orders of discourse. Those who 
favour neatness may regard this tension within the categories as 
simply confusing, but it is essential to the dialectical movement 
between the perspectives of structure and action in the analysis 
of texts and discourse 

Although discourses can remain relatively stable for periods of time, they are 

also simultaneously fluid and ever changing. The boundaries between discourses 

are not fixed; discourses slip and slide into one and out of another (Quinn, 2012). 

In the discussion, discourses are categorised as ‘overlapping’ and ‘unique’. 

An ‘overlapping’ housing discourse means that a particular discourse can be found 

in both societal housing and young people housing discourses. A ‘unique’ housing 

discourse means that a particular discourse is only found in either the societal 

housing or young people housing discourse. The ‘overlapping’ and ‘unique’ 

categorisation will apply to all aspects discussed in this section.  
 

7.1.1. Discourses Related to Pathology 
 

Discourses related to pathology, which echo studies that demonstrate a 

pathological orientation in analysis of housing problems in the context of the US, 

UK and some of the European countries, are applied as a way to frame a problem. 

The pathological orientation consists of examining the moral failings of 

individuals as well as social groups (Hastings, 2004). Other characteristics of a 

pathology discourse are to blame the victim (Damer, 1992) and their lack of 

rectitude (Murray, 1990). Consequently, there are seven areas of housing 

discourse which echo similar concerns in the so-called “Western countries” and 

reveal similar a pathological orientation (see Table 7-1). Out of the seven areas, 
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four are ‘overlapping’, two are ‘unique’ to societal housing discourses and one is 

‘unique’ to young people housing discourses. 

Table 7-1 Discourse related to pathology 

Discourse Societal Young People

Agency-oriented 

1 Pro-homeownership  
4 Dependence of young people 
6 Irresponsibility  
12 Immaturity 

Structurally-oriented 

17 Resource allocation  

22 
Dialectical interaction of personal 
effort and structural constraints 

 

27 Political tool  
Total 6 5 

 

‘Overlapping’ Housing Discourses 
 

The four ‘overlapping’ housing discourses are ‘pro-homeownership’ and 

‘irresponsibility’ under agency-oriented theme, and, ‘resource allocation’ and 

‘political tool’ under the structurally-oriented theme. ‘Pro-homeownership’ 

considers homeownership as a normal housing behaviour. In the societal housing 

discourse, the LTHS papers emphasise homeownership ‘aspirations’. This 

top-down discourse pathologises and marginalises young people. Similar to the 

observation of Goetz (2013), this kind of discourse has justified and cleared the 

way for regressive policies that eliminate young people from public housing. The 

newspapers have also sustained pro-homeownership by associating 

homeownership with young people and having a sense of responsibility. Young 

people who do not consider purchasing a home might be considered to be deviants 

who stray from the norms. As one of the interviewees, Ms Yiu, mentioned in her 

interview, young people who are buying units are considered to be behaving 

correctly and when they apply for PRH, they are acting incorrectly.  

The emphasis of the discourse of ‘resource allocation’ is that PRH is meant 

for the most needy and deprived groups of people. The emphasis of the ‘political 

tool’ discourse is to use the housing issue of young people (either supportive of or 

opposed to providing public assistance to young people) to achieve political 

purposes. The discursive implication of such a discourse is that, first, public 

housing is catered to a group of marginalised residents who are not capable of 
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meeting their own housing needs through the private housing markets (Jacobs et 

al., 2003b). Second, young applicants of PRH who compete for limited resources 

are considered to be problematic. Similar to the discourse of ‘irresponsibility’, 

both discourses stigmatise young people who apply for PRH. These discourses 

reflect their moral failings, or in Murray’s (1990) terms, young people lack moral 

rectitude. 

 

‘Unique’ Societal Housing Discourses 
 

“Dependence of young people” and “immaturity” are agency-oriented 

themes in the housing discourse. They construct young people as a group of 

individuals who are taking advantage of others. In this research work, young 

people are considered to be taking advantage of their family and the government. 

As mentioned in the text analysis, young people are called “parasites” (e.g. Article 

7, Article 62, Article 84), “mama’s boy” or “overage children” (Article 16). They 

have a housing problem because they have made deviant choices (Fopp, 2009). 

The media or newspaper articles accuse young people of having ‘unrealistic 

housing goals’. Concomitantly, young people fail to cope with their housing needs 

mainly owing to their own immaturity. Young people are therefore pathologised as 

their housing behaviour and values stray from the norms or those of mainstream 

society (Murray, 1990). 

 

‘Unique’ young people housing discourses 
 

The discourse of the ‘dialectical interaction between personal effort and 

structural constraints’ is ‘unique’ to the young people housing discourse. It 

suggests that the housing problems of young people should not focus on either 

individual failure or societal causes. Clapham (2003) argued that agency and 

structural dimensions should be linked through an analysis of discourses. The 

discourse produced by young people (for example, interviewees Ms Lee and Ms 

Ngo) however, casts the housing issue of young people from a different 

perspective.  
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7.1.2. Discourses Related to Social Exclusion 
 
Concerns about social exclusion have been discussed in studies on the 

Western countries. These studies highlight the causal factors involved in the 

exclusion process. With reference to the analysis by Clapham (2003) on the 

housing policy related to homelessness, the construction of the cause of a housing 

problem can be found at the macro level of the societal structures. Discourses in 

this study related to social exclusion cover both structural and agency dimensions. 

Such concerns of social exclusion, the prevalence of and significance in 

separating individual and structural causes, and respective impacts are detected in 

the young people housing discourse in Hong Kong. 

There are six housing areas that are related not only to the pathological 

discourse of young people and their housing behaviour but also the social 

exclusion process (see Table 7-2). Of these six areas that fall under the 

agency-oriented and structurally oriented themes, three are ‘overlapping’ and 

three are ‘unique’ to the discourses of young people housing. 

Table 7-2 Discourses related to social exclusion 

Discourse Societal Young People

Agency 
-oriented 

1 Pro-homeownership  

11
Irrelevance of personal contributions in 
housing  



15 Lack of choices 

Structurally- 
oriented 

21 Market failure  
24 Downward mobility 
25 Discrimination of young people  

Total 3 6 
  

‘Overlapping’ discourses 
 
The three ‘overlapping’ housing discourses are ‘pro-homeownership’ under 

the agency-oriented themes, and ‘market failure’ and ‘discrimination of young 

people’ under the structurally-oriented themes. As suggested by Marsh and 

Mullins (1998), researchers need to heed the process of social exclusion. In Hong 

Kong, homeownership is strongly privileged in policies (Forrest & Lee, 2004), 

while the rental market is insecure and public social housing residualises and 

stigmatises (Yung & Lee, 2012). The three discourses articulated together show 

the process of social exclusion on young people in Hong Kong. The government 
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encourages pro-homeownership in a policy found in the LTHS papers. The 

newspaper articles (such as Article 99 and Article 24) and interviewees (such as 

Mr Kwok and Ms Yim) pointed out that uncontrollable increases in house price 

reveal a discourse of market failure. Young people are thus excluded from 

homeownership. Meanwhile, young people are marginalised in PRH as argued in 

the discourse on the discrimination of young people. Discourse of 

pro-homeownership is then paired with the discourse of Dependence of young 

people which excludes young people from public assistance during hardship 

further adds to the impacts of the exclusion. Interviewees considered themselves 

as excluded from the whole housing system, both the public and private 

(homeownership) sectors. This process is similar to that in Somerville (1998) 

which that there is ‘exclusion through housing’ in the UK context. Young people 

in both localities have similarly lost control over their lives. Although specifically 

impacted by different contextual factors, young people struggle between the 

market failure and the dominance of the pro-homeownership discourse. 

 

‘Unique’ young people housing discourses 
 

In this study, young people view their housing situation negatively. The three 

areas related to their housing discourse are ‘personal contributions as irrelevant in 

housing’ and ‘lack of choices’ and ‘downward mobility’. Lupton (2004) pointed to 

the significance of differentiating between the ‘pathological’ discourse at the 

individual level and that at the ‘structural’ or societal level. Young people 

deliberately disassociate themselves from the pathological explanations of their 

housing problem. For example, Ms Ka and Ms Yim argue for their marginalised 

housing situation through a discourse of a ‘lack of choice’. As Somerville (1998) 

identified, a key element of exclusion is feeling is isolated and segregated from 

formal structures and institutions. Through a discourse of ‘personal contributions 

as irrelevant’, young people reveal their disappointment and isolation from both 

the private and public housing systems. Somerville (1998) also found social 

mobility to be a possible source of social exclusion and concluded that social 

mobility/exclusion can arise from distinct but overlapping processes, such as the 

labour market, and social reproduction and ideology. Young people produce a 
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discourse of ‘downward mobility’ to link their social mobility with their exclusion 

from the housing process. In this way, young people housing discourses have 

elements that show the exclusion process at work. This accounts for the discursive 

practices of the government in the construction of different pathological 

discourses and the actual social practices in the related housing policy that 

exclude young people from accessing housing in both the public and private 

(homeownership) sectors. It also forms the context for the recontextualisation of 

housing discourses by young people in Hong Kong. The exclusion effects limit 

the options of young people and consequently their discursive practices in 

constructing unique discourses related to this theme. Despite the spatial 

differences between Hong Kong and the West, a similar social exclusion process 

in the housing sector could be at work, although the involved factors that are 

related to the context are inevitably different.  

 

7.1.3. Discourses Related to Affordability 
 

Discourse related to affordability refers to discourses about the calculation, 

meaning and affordability issues related to housing tenure. Affordability as a 

theme is prevalent in studies in the Western countries. The concerns in this theme 

echoes this group of discourses of seven housing discourses, thus revealing that 

the pathological nature (see Table 7-3) have touched on affordability concerns. 

Out of the seven discourses, five are ‘overlapping’ and two ‘unique’ to young 

people housing discourses. As discussed in Chapter 2, the affordability discourse 

can be understood in three ways. The ‘overlapping’ discourse reveals the first 

relationship, which is between affordability and private housing market operations 

(Murphy, 2015). It also reveals the second relationship, which is between 

affordability and individual household behaviour (Beer et al., 2007). The ‘unique’ 

young people housing discourse reveals the third relationship, which is between 

affordability and government policies (McKee, 2011). The three relationships 

explain the affordability of young people of housing from different perspectives.  
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Table 7-3 Discourse related to affordability 

Discourse Societal Young People 

Agency 
-oriented 
 

1 Pro-homeownership  

2 Housing ladder  

8 Natural response  

9 Self-reliance   

15 Lack of choices 

Structurally- 
oriented 

19 Market determination  

23 Upward mobility  

Total 5 7 

 

‘Overlapping’ discourses 
 

The issue of affordability is a key concern in both the societal housing and 

young people housing discourses. The first association is its relationship with the 

private housing market (Murphy, 2015; Martin, 2011). The discourses of 

‘pro-homeownership’, ‘housing ladder’, ‘market determination’ and ‘upward 

mobility’ all point to a market solution of housing needs, and private 

homeownership in particular. The “pro-homeownership” discourse suggests that 

homeownership is the preferred tenure. For example, the 2014 LTHS listed a 

number of benefits of homeownership (e.g. asset owning). Discourse of the 

housing ladder released to the public through a policy paper, and direct or indirect 

quotes from of government officials in newspaper articles, for example, Anthony 

Cheung, Secretary for Transport and Housing, suggestion of rebuilding HOS 

(Article 41) and Eva Cheng, former Secretary for Transport and Housing, 

suggestion on market determination as the profound policy direction. Young 

people, for example, Ms Chou, Ms Chow and Mr Wong, have adopted such 

discourses that rationalise the increase of property price. The effect of the 

discourse is that the issue of unaffordable housing price has turned into an issue of 

free market operation. Echoing the observations of Martin (2011), the housing 

discourse in Hong Kong has a changing typification of the “problem” of 

affordable housing. Through the discourse of market determination, affordability 

then becomes more about resolving the demand-supply problem through the 

so-called normal operations of the private market instead of meeting the housing 

needs of young people. 

Similar to the observations of McKee (2012) of the UK, PRH allocation in 
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Hong Kong is made in accordance with the bureaucratic assessment of housing 

‘needs’. Therefore, young people are often not given priority. The discourse of 

self-reliance encourages young people to increase their income and then find a flat 

that they can afford. In the societal housing discourse, affordable housing is 

relative to individual/household income. The discourse has spared the government 

from any responsibility by highlighting the important of self-reliance, such as “do 

not develop the habit of depending on the government” (Article 1). In the young 

people housing discourse, individual/household income is subject to young 

people’s willingness of spend time and effort on work (for example, Ms Ho and 

Mr Yiu). Under the discourse of self-reliance, young people (or his/her family) 

have been discursively constructed as the only social agent of change. This 

discourse has echoed the conclusions made by Martin (2011) in that structural 

causes are irrelevant to poverty. Young people who cannot find affordable housing 

are ‘undeserving’ and it is their own fault.  

 

‘Unique’ Young people housing discourses 
 

The ‘lack of choices’ and ‘natural response’ both reveal the third relationship, 

which is between affordability and government policies. In contrast to the 

discourse of ‘self-reliance’, the discourse of ‘lack of choices’ remove personal 

responsibility from housing affordability. The discourse of ‘natural response’ 

suggests that increasing numbers of young people who are applying for PRH is 

merely a natural response to unaffordable housing in the market. In the interviews, 

the scarcity of available affordable housing was frequently cited. As Ms Ka and 

Ms Yim, two of the interviewees stated, young people prolong living at home 

because there are no suitable housing available. Due to ‘lack of choices’, staying 

at home longer is a strategy to release stress from housing needs instead of a 

‘pathologised’ or ‘dependent’ behaviour. Similar to the observations made by 

McKee (2011) in Scotland, the HKSAR government has confined the role of PRH 

to that of a welfare safety-net. The personal ability of young people are 

discursively being disassociated with the housing market.  
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7.1.4. Discourses Related to Identity 
 

The discourses that are related to identity in this study echo previous studies 

that demonstrate that the formation of self perception in the housing process is 

affected by the community, such as in the contexts of the UK and New Zealand. 

According to Schneider and Ingram (1993), images of individual or groups whose 

behaviour and well-being are affected by public policy can be socially constructed. 

That is, the government would provide a policy that benefits certain groups and 

show them in a positive manner. In this study, the homeowners are the group of 

individuals who are being positively constructed by the government. In turn, a 

negatively constructed group may be the recipients of a punishment-oriented 

policy. In this study, young people (young applicants of PRH in particular) are the 

negatively constructed group. Discourses related to identity show that there are 

relationships among housing policy, tenure choice and self-perception of young 

people. There are eight areas of housing discourses found in this research that are 

related to the issue of identity (see Table 7-4). Out of the eight areas of different 

discourses, four are ‘overlapping’ and three are ‘unique’ to young people housing 

discourses. Only one is ‘unique’ to societal housing discourses. 

 
Table 7-4 Discourse related to identity 

Discourse Societal Young People

Agency 
-oriented 
 

1 Pro-homeownership  
2 Housing ladder  
4 Dependence of young people 
5 Mutual help 
7 Entitlement 
13 Planned actions 

Structurally- 
oriented 

23 Upward mobility  
25 Discrimination of young people  

Total 5 7 
  

‘Overlapping’ discourses 
 

The four ‘overlapping’ areas of discourse related to identity are 

‘pro-homeownership’, ‘housing ladder’, ‘upward mobility’ and ‘discrimination of 

young people’. With the exception of ‘discrimination of young people’, the other 
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three are related to the benefits of homeownership. These also echo the findings in 

the study by Rohe et al. (2000) on homeownership in the US. They argued that 

homeownership has a variety of benefits both to individuals and society as a 

whole. The discursive construction of the image of homeowners and 

homeownership has guided the life path of young people in Hong Kong. These 

discourses have been introduced into the language of young people through the 

mass media. Newspaper articles have linked homeownership with profit making 

and personal success. For example, the success story of Li Ka-shing, a Hong 

Kong tycoon, and his observations of young people today is a good example 

(Article 75). The discursive effect is to create the image that homeowners are 

more superior. Young people who feel the same then put forth their efforts in 

making money. As shared by Mr Park, one of the interviewees in this study, young 

children in Hong Kong also think about buying a home. 

Not every young person will buy into the homeowner dream, or are able to 

become homeowners, and in return, the societal housing discourses may 

‘antagonise’ them. When young people are not able or willing to fulfil the 

expectations of becoming a homeowner, they will be the objects of criticism in 

societal housing discourses. The identified discourse in which there is 

‘discrimination of young people’ shows the negative construction of young people 

by the government. Young people are therefore not shown in favourable light in 

housing policies and stigmatised.  

 

 ‘Unique’ Societal housing discourses 
 

The discourse on the ‘Dependence of young people’, which is also 

pathologically oriented, is one of the means of stigmatising young people. The 

LTHS papers emphasised that PRH is for those who have “genuine” needs. Young 

people have never been considered to have “genuine” needs. In the UK, council 

tenants are called “limpets” or a snail that feeds on algae on rock surfaces and 

sticks very tightly to rocks (Jacobs et al., 2003b). In Hong Kong, young people 

who fail to transition to independent living are called a “social problem” (Article 

16) or “parasites” (Article 7). Under this discourse, the identity of young people is 

therefore negatively framed.  



 

202 

 

‘Unique’ Young people housing discourses 
 

There are three ‘unique’ discourses of young people, which include ‘mutual 

help’, ‘entitlement’ and ‘planned actions’. Unlike the societal housing discourse, 

young people have a positive interpretation of their own actions. First, 

homeownership may have a negative impact on health (Nettleton & Burrows, 

1998). Therefore, young people in Hong Kong have taken into consideration both 

the monetary and non-monetary costs of homeownership. For example, one of the 

interviewees, Mr Tang, suggested that housing is not the one and only life goal. 

Young people also provide an alternative meaning to socially constructed negative 

identities in the societal housing discourse. Two of the interviewees, Ms Pang and 

Ms Wing, indicated that young people who need to apply for PRH due to low 

income should be considered as those who have needs. Without the influence of 

the dominant discourse, and alienated as they are excluded from the community of 

homeowners, the young people in this study consider that they are properly 

behaving individuals, who are making rational decisions to address the ‘crazy’ 

housing market.  

 

7.1.5. Discourses Related to Globalisation and Marketisation  
 

The discourses related to globalisation and marketisation echo those in 

studies which show that housing discourses are influenced by neo-liberalism. The 

impact of globalisation (Clapham, 2006) and marketisation (Marston, 2002) on 

the government has produced and reproduced a market-oriented housing discourse. 

There are nine areas of housing discourses found in this research work that are 

related to the issue of identity (see Table 7-5). Out of these nine areas, six are 

‘overlapping’, two are ‘unique’ to societal housing discourse and one is ‘unique’ 

to young people housing discourse. 
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Table 7-5 Discourse related to globalisation and marketisation 

Discourse Societal Young People 

Agency 
-oriented 
 

1 Pro-homeownership  

3
[hidden] Young people housing 
need 

  

9 Self-reliance   
14 Personal choice   

16 
Renter support existing 
homeowner  



Structurally- 
oriented 

18 Economic fundamentals  
19 Market determination  
20 Insufficient land supply  
26 Government responsibilities  

Total 8 7 
 

‘Overlapping’ discourses 
 

The six ‘overlapping’ areas of housing discourses are ‘pro-homeownership’, 

‘self-reliance’, ‘economic fundamentals’, ‘market determination’, “insufficient 

land supply” and ‘government responsibilities’. According to Clapham (2006), 

globalisation can be used to both interpret societal changes and also a discourse. 

He pointed out the subordination of housing policy to economic and labour 

market concerns in the UK is due to the globalisation discourse. 

‘Pro-homeownership’, ‘economic fundamentals’, and ‘market determination’ 

place the market in a superior position. ‘Insufficient land supply’ addresses the 

issue of why there is such a demand for housing. Since LTHS 1987, the 

government has consistently made projections of housing demand. They indicate 

that the limited housing supply is due to the lack of available land in Hong Kong, 

which is a discourse that is commonly found in the newspaper articles (for 

example, Article 77) and the interviews (for example, Ms Chou and Mr Lam) in 

this study. This discourse justifies the high house price and frames them as a 

normal and unavoidable economic phenomenon.  

In discussions on the housing discourse of young people in Hong Kong, both 

the newspaper articles and interviewees alluded to investors from Mainland China. 

Hong Kong has been labelled as becoming increasingly ‘Mainlandised’ (Jones, 

2014), of which one of its features is the increasing economic dependence on 

Mainland China. Changes in value and culture as well as the weakening of the 
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autonomy of the legal system and political institutions, and the deterioration of 

everyday life are the results of ‘Mainlandisation’. The debate between 

gloabalisation and ‘mainlandisation’ (Xu, 2015) however, is beyond the scope of 

this study. Nevertheless, the free flow of capital into the Hong Kong housing 

market is attributed to and criticised as a cause of high property prices (for 

example, Article 41). Young people (Ms Lau and Ms Wing) argued that the inflow 

of investment money from Mainland China has driven up property prices. A 

similar argument is also found in the newspaper articles (Article 41 for example). 

Apart from capital inflow, young people (Ms Ka for example) pointed out that the 

new immigrants from Mainland China are increasing the demand for housing and 

also PRH in Hong Kong. The young people in this study have therefore adopted 

the discourse of resource allocation to differentiate the appropriateness of 

allocating resources to newcomers. This echoes the argument in Kenna (2008) in 

which the globalisation of housing finance has significant impacts on the local 

property market. As Shatkin (2004) argued in the Philippines context, some of the 

deprived groups will be sacrificed in a housing policy under globalisation. In the 

case of Hong Kong, young people are the group of individuals who are suffering 

from the negative consequences of globalisation too. 

Under the influence of globalisation, property prices in Hong Kong have 

remained high. The discourse of ‘government responsibilities’ acknowledges that 

the government has a role to play in catering to the housing needs of young people. 

Machimura (1998) argued that discourse is a way to propagate idea. Based on this 

definition, discourse officially legitimizes the designated housing policy. Along 

with other types of ‘overlapping’ discourses related to globalisation, government 

responsibilities can only focus on enabling market operation. 

 

 ‘Unique’ Societal housing discourses 
 

The two areas that are ‘unique’ to societal housing discourses are [hidden] 

the housing needs of young people and personal choice. As mentioned earlier, the 

housing needs of young people in societal housing discourses are confined to 

homeownership in the LTHS policy papers. [Hidden] means that the ‘real’ housing 

needs of young people remain obscure. The three areas of discourse contain the 
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key features of marketisation; that is, young people are said to have the freedom 

to make choices through market operation (Clapham, 2006). The newspaper 

articles also emphasise that young people can make their own decisions in terms 

of housing tenure (Article 65), physical living environment (Article 6) and life 

plans (Article 46). The onus is that young people might commit to the wrong path, 

such as having “unrealistic” expectations about homeownership (Article 17 and 

Article 19) so young people should not complain the government or the housing 

market. Therefore, the affordability issue has been constructed as an issue of 

personal choice. As mentioned in the discourses related to affordability, the focus 

is shifted away from that of market failure, which is also observed by Martin 

(2011), thus rendering the need for housing market intervention by the 

government unnecessary. Therefore, neoliberalism obviously has an overriding 

role in the discursive strategies observed in the text, which place the onus on 

young people to solve their housing problems. 

 

‘Unique’ Young people housing discourses 
 

Although the private rental sector has a small role in accommodating the 

housing needs of the most impoverished households in Hong Kong (Forrest & Yip, 

2014), it is found in this study that this sector also has a role in young people 

housing discourse. These include ‘renter supporting the existing homeowner’ 

which is how young people perceive paying rent and contributing to the mortgage 

payments of their landlord. This shows how focused young people are on 

homeownership. In addition, it echoes the argument of Vassenden (2014) that 

non-homeowners are struggling for security and autonomy in the private rental 

housing sector. Since young people lack bargaining power in the housing market, 

one of the interviews, Ms Lee, depicted that they are “like(s) a lamb being led to 

slaughter” in securing housing. Due to the lack of rental regulations in Hong Kong, 

property owners can freely increase rent and change the contract terms. Therefore, 

the interviewees in this study feel that living in rental housing is not a good return 

for their money (for example, Mr Kwok) because the rent paid would pay for the 

mortgage of the landlord in the leased flat. In the West, young people housing is 

commonly associated with private rental housing. For example, McKee (2012) 
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who examined the housing of young people in the UK argued that young people 

have become ‘generation rent’. As Hoolachan, McKee, Moore, and Soaita (2017) 

noted, the term refers to the housing phenomenon of young people in Scotland 

and more widely, the UK. Young people are increasingly living in the private 

rented sector for longer periods of their lives because they are unable to achieve 

homeownership or obtain social housing. A similar phenomenon is found in 

Australia, in which the private rental sector is no longer a transitional means of 

housing for young people (Hulse, Burke, Ralston, & Stone, 2012). In Hong Kong, 

since renters are said to be supporting the existing homeowner, this discourages 

young people from renting privately owned flats. 

 

7.1.6. Discourses Related to Other Aspects 
 

In this study, gender is found to be a related area of the housing discourse 

(see Table 7-6) under the agency-oriented theme, and is ‘unique’ to young people 

housing discourse. In the semi-structure interviews, the respondents highlighted 

the differences between the two genders in terms of housing.  

Table 7-6 Discourse related to other aspects 

Discourse Societal Young People
Agency-oriented 10 Gender 

Total 0 1 
 

Current studies on housing discourse have not given attention to gender 

differences. In a study carried out by Richards (1990), homeownership is asserted 

to affect women differently. He suggested that gender reveals a different 

perspective in terms of ‘security’, which is a central difference between the two 

genders. While men focus on the financial security of home ownership, women 

focus on security in terms of general stability (Ronald, 2008). The importance of 

gender identified in this study as part of the housing discourse echoes the 

assertions of Richards (1990); however, different results are obtained from this 

study. Young females in Hong Kong are more concerned with homeownership 

because it offers both financial security and general stability (as exemplified by 

one of the interviewees, Ms Yim, in which she shared an example of housing as a 

pre-requisition for marriage). Males, in contrast, feel relatively less urgency in 
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buying a flat particularly when it is time for them to marry. Two of the male 

interviewees, in this study Mr Kwan and Mr Chan, had moved out of their 

parental home because their spouses wanted their own private space.  
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7.2. Investigating “Order of Discourse” 
 

Social practices are the basis for explaining why discourse practices are ‘as 

they are’ (Fairclough, 1992). Researchers need to differentiate among the different 

elements but not fully separate them from each other (Fairclough & Fairclough, 

2013). All social practices involve construction of social identities, and 

representations of the social world. The construction of social identities depends 

on the social (class, gender, ethnicity, etc.) memberships and life histories 

(Fairclough, 2000). Different representations of the social world can be found due 

to differences in social identity (Fairclough, 2000). In this sense, young people 

produce their representations of the social world through discourse. An 

interdiscursive analysis of young people housing discourse revealed new and 

complex interdiscursive mix, which is a sign of social change. However, the 

possibilities for change are limited by power relations (Jørgensen & Phillips, 

2002). This section will therefore investigate the order of discourse, which is the 

sum of the words in use that reveals the limits on what can and cannot be said. 

This section will argue the young people housing is characterized by widespread 

tensions between affordability and the local traditions of homeownership. 

 However, note that there is a difference between “order of discourse” and 

“orders of discourse”. “Order of discourse” suggests that discourses are 

determined by changing relationships of power at the level of social institutions or 

society (Fairclough, 1989, p. 30). Orders of discourse are structured by power 

relations. There are meso and macro levels of housing discourses in society, that is, 

the policy and media discourses in this study. Orders of discourse are the social 

structuring of semiotic differences or variations (Fairclough, 2004, p. 112). Power 

relations determine the access of different actors to different discourses. The order 

of discourse is examined to study the network of social practices through a 

particular articulation or configuration of genres, discourses and styles 

(Fairclough, 2013b). According to Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999), network of 

social practices means that each practice is located within a network of 

relationships to other practices. It is held in place by the social relations of power. 

Articulation means that each practice can be simultaneously articulated together 

with many others from multiple social positions with diverse social effects. Based 
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on the definition provided by Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999), societal housing 

and young people housing discourses form a network of social practices and are 

embedded in network of power relations. The construction process of young 

people housing discourse involves the government, media, families, friends and 

personal circumstances. These social institutions constitute the network that is 

ordered in terms of orders of discourse. The discussion of housing discourse of 

young people, hence, has extended to wider social context and circumstances.  

By limiting the different possible combinations of genres and discourses, the 

order of discourse limits the capacity of language and other semiotic systems to 

generalise (Fairclough, 2000). There are complex interactions among the various 

forms of structure and agency (Côté, 2002). Young people increasingly seek 

solutions at the individual level instead of as a collective basis. At the same time, 

their life chances are highly structured (Furlong & Cartmel, 2007). An analysis of 

text and discourse practices revealed that the discourse of/by young people 

emphasise individual effort, involvement in private housing market, and the 

importance of homeownership and upward social mobility. In this study, three 

limitations driven from the order of discourse has been identified.  

First, the housing needs of young people have not been acknowledged. The 

terms ‘youth’ or ‘young people’ have not been mentioned in LTHS 1987 and 1998. 

Young people are not considered as an independent social group in housing 

policies. They are either a part of their parental household or form a new 

household after marriage.  

Secondly, there is the absence of alternatives that would solve the housing 

problem of young people. Homeownership in the private housing market is the 

only solution. The government acknowledges the structural challenge of the 

provision of affordable housing. However, policy discourse constructed as 

individual effort is provided as the solution to the problem. The LTHS policy 

papers of previous years constantly construct “homeownership” aspirations which 

legitimise pro-homeownership policy designs. Young people are recommended to 

spend many years to accumulate wealth for the down payment, or receive support 

from their parents and then turn to the private housing market. Life-goals are 

influenced and constrained by the structural environment (Bynner, 2005), and 

young people can hardly solve their housing problem if there is no alternative 
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available. Hence, market as the solution continues impacting the housing 

discourse on/by young people.  

Thirdly, young people’s behaviour is problematised. For instance, the 

newspaper articles differentiate between ‘desirable’ and ‘undesirable’ behaviour. It 

is not considered to be desirable for young people to receive ‘external’ support 

either from parents or the government. Regardless of the structural constraints that 

young people face, the newspaper articles emphasise that affordable housing can 

be achieved through personal hard work, which is also a personal issue instead of 

a structural issue. In this way, the newspaper articles are actively creating 

discourses through, for example, the provision of “possible options”, “solutions” 

or “advice”. Other options and plans are constructed for young people (e.g. delay 

daily consumptions for housing). Apart from the specified personal effort and 

sacrifice, other coping strategies that young people adopt are considered 

problematic. Both the societal and young people housing discourses have 

frequently touched on the issue of “affordability”. LTHS 2014 pointed out that 

young people negatively view their housing future and therefore the government 

aims to rebuild their confidence (Transport and Housing Bureau, 2014b, p. v). 

Solutions to the problem of affordability have not been discussed and it is 

frequently asserted that affordability is a matter of personal effort.  

 

7.2.1. Discourse Recontextualisation 
 

In this study, the order of discourse is revealed through a range of discourse 

genres used in the housing field. The domination of discourses entails further 

control over the actions and beliefs of the members of society (Van Dijk, 1996). 

Analyses of text and discourse practices have identified words and the meaning of 

those words. They appear to be ‘relatively dominant’, including ‘homeownership’, 

‘personal contributions’, ‘housing ladder’, and ‘dreams’. Groups with different 

social and political interests exercise power to gain control over the discursive 

sphere. However, discourses can be recontextualised. Each word can carry more 

than one meaning and presented differently. “Recontextualisation has an 

ambivalent character (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999): it can be seen as 

‘colonisation’ of one field or institution by another, but also as the ‘appropriation’ 



 

211 

 

of ‘external’ discourses, often the incorporation of discourses into strategies 

pursued by particular groups of social agents within the recontextualising field” 

(Fairclough, 2013b, p. 233).  

Due to the recontextualisation of discourse, societal housing discourse cannot 

be fully ‘translated’ into young people housing discourses. As Van Leeuwen and 

Wodak (1999, p. 96) explained, "[r]econtextualisation always involves 

transformation, and what exactly gets transformed depends on the interests, goals, 

and values of the context into which the practice is recontextualised". In this study, 

the interviewed young people have recontextualised the societal housing discourse. 

Whether this changes the existing order of discourse is subject to the operational 

context. The concept of the ‘operationalisation’ of discourse is applied (Fairclough, 

2007a), which refers to “(the) matter of ways of representing being transformed 

into and internalized within ways of acting and ways of being and material 

realities” (ibid, p. 33). The everyday challenges that an individual faces influences 

his/her response to various discourses. Discourse is enacted as new ways of acting, 

inculcated as new ways of being and materialized (ibid, p. 31). 

The order of discourse can reinforce discourse to be internalised within 

social institutions (Fairclough, 1995a). It could be implemented through the 

construction of discourse and its eventual acceptance by the individual. In Hong 

Kong, the housing policy has been formulated under the notion of rebuilding the 

“housing ladder”, which emphasises the preference for private homeownership by 

establishing it as the ultimate goal for climbing the housing ladder. This shows 

that market-orientated solutions are currently presented as the preferred policy 

(Marston, 2000). In the process of understanding and representing the dominant 

discourse (pro-homeownership discourse for example), young people have 

recontextualised it by transforming the meanings and the words of such discourse. 

Fairclough stated that the order of discourse is determined by the 

“relationship of power in particular social institutions, and in the society as a 

whole” (Fairclough, 2015, p. 63). Young people are affected by discourse in a 

sense that the order of discourse is considered as an external reason for action. 

The reasons which constrain or enable the agency of young people (Fairclough & 

Fairclough, 2013) could be independent from desire. On the contrary, it has been 

suggested that individualism neutralises the order and relations of inequality 
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(Billig, 2001). Non-discursive elements are critical for young people to determine 

acceptable discourses and those otherwise. The orders of discourse involve social 

organisation and control of linguistic variations, and their elements. The order cuts 

across the division between language and non-language, and the discursive and 

the non-discursive (Fairclough, 2003, p. 25). Given that “we must not imagine a 

world of discourse divided between accepted discourse and excluded discourse, or 

between the dominant discourse and the dominated one; but as a multiplicity of 

discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies” (Foucault, 1978, 

p. 100). The discourses that continue among young people are subject to 

dialectical interaction with society, and also to changes in the structural 

environment. The media influences the relationship between public and private 

discursive practices. Negotiation and renegotiation of these practices take place 

within the order of discourse (Fairclough, 1995b, p. 63). However, in examining 

young people housing discourse, particularly the text adopted, it is difficult to 

separate discursive and non-discursive factors that shape the texts (Fairclough, 

2003, p. 25).  

In the recontextualisation process, young people may be involved in the 

selective appropriation and ordering of other discourses. In this research, policy 

and media discourses have a relatively stronger discursive power over young 

people (young people as a group or youth as an individual). When the meso and 

macro discourses conflict with the micro discourse, individuals would internalize 

the discourse that they find applicable or recontextualise the discourse with 

reference to a non-discursive element. 
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7.3. Response to the Research Question 
 

Based on the research analysis and discussion, the following will answer the 

three research questions. 

 

7.3.1. RQ 1: What are the housing discourses of young people in 
Hong Kong? 

 

This research has identified 27 different areas in the housing discourses (see 

Figure 2) with 16 that fall under an agency-oriented theme and 11 under a 

structurally-oriented theme. A summary of the main context of each area of 

discourse is presented in Appendices (Tables VI-1 and VI-2). The societal housing 

discourses were drawn from the three LTHS policy papers (which consist of four 

papers: LTHS 1987, 1998, and 2014 and Milestones 2014)) and newspaper 

articles (703 articles). The young people housing discourses were drawn from 

semi-structured interviews with 32 respondents between the ages of 18 and 34. 

Both the societal housing and young people housing discourses consisted of 

discourses related to the five major areas outlined in Chapter 2. This research has 

also identified an additional aspect of the housing discourse that has not received 

attention in the western literature, namely, gender. When the two types of 

discourses, the agency-oriented and structurally-oriented themes interact, then the 

housing discourse of young people in Hong Kong are revealed. 
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Schematic of Order of Discourse 
Figure 2 Interaction between societal housing and young people housing discourses under agency-oriented and structurally-oriented themes 
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Some 14 out of the 27 areas of housing discourse are unique to either societal 

housing discourse or young people housing discourse. The following are unique to 

the societal housing discourse, including (3) [hidden]45 housing needs of young 

people; (4) Dependence of young people; (12) immaturity; and (14) personal 

choice. These discourses all fall under the agency-oriented theme. Some 

discourses are unique to young people housing discourse, including (5) mutual 

help; (7) entitlement; (8) natural response; (10) Gender; (11) the irrelevance of 

personal contributions to housing; (13) planned actions; (15) lack of choices; and 

(16) renter supporting the existing homeowner. Some discourses are unique to 

young people housing discourse under the structurally-oriented theme, including 

(22) dialectical interaction of personal effort and structural constraints; and, (24) 

downward mobility.  

There are 13 out of 27 discourses found in both societal housing and young 

people housing discourses. The ‘overlapping discourses’ under the 

agency-oriented theme, includes (1) pro-homeownership; (2) housing ladder; (6) 

irresponsibility; and (9) self-reliance. The ‘overlapping discourses’ under the 

structurally-oriented theme, includes (17) resource allocation; (18) economic 

fundamentals; (19) market determination; (20) insufficient land supply; (21) 

market failure; (23) upward mobility; (25) discrimination of young people, (26) 

government responsibilities; and, (27) political tools. 

In answering the first research question, three observations are made. First, 

the total number of areas of housing discourses under the agency-oriented theme 

is more than the discourses under the structurally-oriented theme. The areas of 

discourse under the agency-oriented theme are relatively more diverse. Second, 

the discourses identified in the LTHS papers (except for the ‘hidden’ discourse) 

can also be found in the newspaper articles and semi-structured interviews. 

Discourses identified in the LTHS papers are not particularly related to young 

people, but also have a discursive impact on the construction of young people 

housing discourse. Discursively, the government emphasises on the distinctive 

nature of PRH or PRH as a limited resource. Non-discursively, the QPS rules out 

young people. Such discursive practices have shaped the public perception of 

                                                 
45 ‘Hidden’ refers to government neglected young people housing need. For the government, 

housing need is equal to homeownership need. 
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young people help seeking behaviour. Young people are considered to be 

“parasites” and competitors of “public resources” in housing. Third, there are 

more ‘overlapping’ areas of discourses that have a structurally-oriented theme in 

which 9 out of 11 are overlapping but only 3 out of the 15 areas of housing 

discourse under the agency-oriented theme are overlapping. It can be observed 

that some discourses are ‘shared’ while some remain unique to their social 

institution. In addition, discourses under the structurally-oriented theme seem 

‘easier’ to adopt. These observations pointing to the second research question. 

This study reveals that the housing discourse structure of young people in 

Hong Kong is very complex. The categorisation and analysis are therefore carried 

out in two different ways, including, first, categorising discourses as either 

structurally-oriented or agency-oriented. Then, discourses are categorised as either 

societal housing or young people housing discourse. Analyses of the discourses at 

three different levels (analysis of text, discourse practice and social practice) show 

interaction between the three levels. The DRA argues that structure and agency 

dialectically interact with each other. Hence, the discourses (in particular young 

people housing discourse) are recontextualised. 

 

7.3.2. RQ 2: Why are specific discourses continued among young 
people? 

 

The second research question is a “why” question. The social constructionist 

approach assumes that discourses should be culturally and historically understood. 

The data reveal that there are some common features in the societal housing and 

young people housing discourses. First, both emphasise on “social mobility”; 

moving upward on the social and housing ladders are the key concerns and 

indicators of achievement. Secondly, there are numerous reasons for the housing 

problem of young people but the imbalance of “demand-supply” in the 

homeownership market has been extensively addressed by both the societal 

housing and young people housing discourses. Thirdly, both discourses glorify 

personal merits, such as a sense of responsibility, endurance during unfavourable 

circumstances, hard work and societal contributions.  

“Recontextualization suppresses contradictions between (the meaning 
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potentials of) different discourses. However, when different discourses are worked 

together in interactions these contradictions may re-emerge.” (Fairclough, 2013b, 

p. 119). Therefore, the first research question lists discourses that are similar but 

also contradictory. Contradictory discourses include: (4) dependence of young 

people conflicting against (5) mutual help; (6) irresponsibility conflicting against 

(7) entitlement; (9) self-reliance conflicting against (11) personal contributions 

which do not matter to housing; (12) immaturity conflicting against (13) planned 

actions; (14) personal choice conflicting against (15) lack of choices; and (23) 

upward mobility conflicting against (24) downward mobility.  

The social world is sustained due to on-going human interactions and actions 

in given structural constraints. This research will therefore explore the social 

process that sustains certain discourses. To do so, both discursive and 

non-discursive elements are taken into the consideration. As mentioned in the 

previous section, recontextualisation takes place during discursive practices. The 

specific practices of the government, media and young people constitute a new 

articulation of genres, discourses and styles. Various forms of discourse changes 

then took place, however, some appear to be “regulatory” (Krzyżanowski, 2016). 

As Krzyżanowski (2016, p. 314) argued, “some discourses not only 

recontextualise parts of the other, but also become tools in the process of creating 

and sustaining the hegemony of certain discursive frames”. This means that some 

discourses are transformed into the tools of other discourses through the 

recontextualisation process.  

In this study, the ‘overlapping’ discourses are more regulatory in nature. This 

is found to be true in all of the discourses, thus partially testifying to their role as 

tools of other discourses. In addition, they are the premises upon which the other 

discourses are developed (in a supporting or conflicting manner). This further 

reveals their regulatory nature, with a wide-spreading tendency in Hong Kong 

society. They are also pro-market, which has been prevalent in the policy papers 

and newspaper articles over the years. The government and/or those with more 

resources disseminate information for their own interests and discourses in the 

media are very much affected. The media has played an important role in that 

their discursive practice shapes how young people perceive social reality (Cukier, 

Bauer, & Middleton, 2004, p. 235). Young people adopt a societal discourse, that 
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is, young people transform discourses into new ways of acting and interacting in 

discursive and social practices (Fairclough, 2013b). This results in the 

operationalisation process of the societal housing discourses. Examples include 

the housing ladder discourse becoming an area of discourse in the young people 

housing discourse, and a goal in life shared by young people who subscribe to this 

discourse. New genres, including ‘working harder’, are found in their discourse 

and in turn, regulate their work attitude and style.  

The ultimate operationalisation of discourse depends on particular contexts, 

thus including the material condition (Fairclough, 2013a). Therefore, following 

Fairclough (2013a), non-discursive elements should also be taken into 

consideration in answering the second research question. In this study, 

non-discursive elements include the socio-economic background, gender, social 

class, tenure and housing history of the interviewees. The regulatory discourses 

are contested due to the non-discursive elements which are incongruent with 

home purchase or particular implications of dominant discourse practices, 

particularly the pro-homeownership discourse. Power relations have impacts on 

the order of discourse. However, discursive practices have different impacts on 

the non-discursive elements of everyday life. The creation of social conditions 

favourable to realising the homeownership goal on the housing ladder cannot be 

guaranteed. Young people encounter difficulties in home purchase even though 

they share the pro-homeownership discourse and/or construct a similar discourse 

in their discursive practices. In other words, the discursive effect is contingent and 

dialectical to other social elements. The construction and reconstruction of social 

reality depend on whether young people are being convinced. For instance, the 

social context of a housing situation (such as personal income and housing 

experience) is one of the reference points. It is a reference for young people to 

evaluate the practical adequacy of the societal housing discourse. Practical 

adequacy refers to individual imagination of the possibilities in reality (Fairclough, 

2013b, p. 480) 
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7.3.3. RQ 3: How do young people cope with their housing needs 
through the specific discourses held?  

 

The final research question starts with a “how”. Housing discourse is not 

only a description of the housing situation of a certain group or society, but also 

affects individual belief, and then relevant action is taken. With reference to the 

socio-economic situation of young people in Hong Kong (see Chapter 4), many 

young are struggling in their transition to independent living. As stated in the 

discussion of the first research question, young people can either adopt an 

‘overlapping’ discourse or construct a ‘unique’ young people housing discourse in 

their discursive practices. 

The first means of coping is to adopt a recontextualised societal housing 

discourse and operationalise the discourse by putting the discourse into social 

practices. The societal housing discourse shows a strong pro-homeownership 

ideology of the government and thus policies. Then there is the media discourse 

which in various ways influences and contributes to normalising the private 

housing market as the only option in meeting housing needs. The direct 

implications of the discourse is that the life style and planning of young people 

change in accordance with the discourse. Pickvance and Pickvance (1994) argued 

that housing decisions are not made by pre-existing household with given 

characteristics. Instead, housing decisions involve trade-offs between aspirations 

and the acceptance of sacrifice and dependence. Within the discourse of 

affordability, young people have internalised beliefs of putting forth extra effort 

regardless whether they can ultimately achieve their housing goal. For example, 

the use of the word ‘hopeless’ is found in the young people housing discourse, 

which conflicts with the societal housing discourse that young people have a 

prospective future. Young people have accepted the discourse related to living in 

substandard housing (e.g. “smaller”, “remote area”), testifying that their housing 

behaviour has been shaped by the discourse as well.  

This way of coping may create tensions due to ‘displacement’ (Fairclough, 

2013b). As McKee (2012) observed in the housing situation of young people in 

the west, homeownership which has been the traditional housing path of young 

people is facing fundamental changes. The discursive practice of the societal 
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housing discourse points to ‘what should be done’, however, this is not the same 

as ‘what can be done’. As mentioned in the response to the second research 

question, the socio-economic background of young people and other elements of 

social practices should also be taken into consideration. If young people follow 

the societal discourse of homeownership, but are limited by non-discursive 

elements, they can make discursive shifts. The second way of coping is to 

generate a new discourse that is unique to young people. In this study, the 

discontentment of young people of the existing housing market, price and policy 

is revealed. They are not convinced and consider societal housing discourse to 

lack practical adequacy. The discursive strategies that the young people have 

adopted include the use of negative phases (e.g. “housing slave”, “crazy”, “unfair”) 

to show their discontent to the social injustice. The findings also reveal that young 

people have adopted a life course perspective in evaluating their own housing 

needs. They see themselves as not having housing needs to move toward 

independent living. The delay in transition to independent living is a solution to 

the housing problem. They will stay until marriage or even continue to stay after 

marriage. They do not see themselves as “parasites” but victims of the imbalances 

in the housing market which have led to high house prices. There are also groups 

of young people who share the optimism that society can change and the order of 

discourse can be reconstructed, which means that the voice of young people 

housing discourse will be strengthened. 
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7.4. Key Contributions 
 

The work in this thesis has added new knowledge to the understanding of the 

critical areas of housing discourses in Hong Kong; that is, young people housing, 

housing policy and newspaper discourses. The work in particular contributes to 

the policy debates in relation to the use of the CDA as the analytical framework to 

address inequality and exclusion, as well as to analyse the housing experiences of 

young people in Hong Kong. 

 

7.4.1. Theoretical Implications 
 

Fills research gap on young people and housing discourses 
 

In terms of theoretical implications, first, this study fills a research gap on 

young people and housing discourses. As Watt (2008) argued, existing housing 

discourse studies tend to focus on the available text of state and quasi-state 

agencies rather than any other groups involved in the housing policy process. In 

the literature review, it is found that various studies have included analyses of 

housing policy text (Matthews, 2010; Hastings, 2000; Hunter & Nixon, 1999); 

political interactions (Jacobs & Manzi, 1996), homeownership (Drew, 2013; 

McKee, 2012, 2011) or home ideologies (Ruonavaara, 1996). However, young 

people are missing in discussions of housing discourses. As Haworth and Manzi 

(1999, p. 155) argued “a reluctance to reference wider discourses and account for 

their impact can limit our understanding of housing practice”. This research has 

identified discourses related to young people and housing. The processing and 

social circulation of a discourse among social groups with respect to their interests 

are key to understanding the power relations (Semali & Shakespeare, 2014). This 

study has shown that young people and their housing issue have been neglected, 

shaped, and internalised or resisted. In the policy papers, the LTHS has not 

addressed the housing needs of young people until the LTHS 2014. In the 

newspaper articles, the representation of young people has shaped reader 

perception of them. For example, the discourse of dependency blame young 

people for their help seeking behaviour while discourse of self-reliance values 
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hardworking young people. In the semi-structured interviews, a diversity of 

housing discourses on young people are identified. These discourses might contest 

the existing discourses (for example, discourse of entitlement contests discourse 

of dependency). Although other social actors (e.g. elderly) are not included in this 

study, this study contributes by providing a reference specifically of young people 

to enhance the understanding of housing practices. 

 

Contribution to housing discourse studies with CDA 
 

The second theoretical contribution is extending the theory of the CDA 

(DRA in particular) to housing research. Housing discourses have become a topic 

that is increasingly examined by housing researchers (Jacobs & Manzi, 1996). The 

role of discourse has been discussed in a number of housing studies (see Martin 

(2011); Hastings (2000); Hunter and Nixon (1999); Jacobs and Manzi (1996) for 

example). Housing discourse studies call for a critical approach. For example, 

Hastings (2000) highlights the importance of  “critical field of enquiry”; Jacobs 

(2006) argues for “a critical scrutiny of texts and utterances of policy makers and 

other key actors”. The number of housing discourse studies that apply the CDA is 

growing (such as a rhetoric mix of urban renaissance (Colomb, 2007) and urban 

research in Dublin (Skillington, 1998)). Nevertheless, very few housing 

researchers have attempted to use DRA per Fairclough as the research framework 

(e.g. study by Parkinson, Scott, & Redmond (2016) the heritage discourse). This 

study contributes by adding research work that applies the DRA. The significance 

of the contribution of the DRA to housing discourse is that it provides a 

theoretical framework and analytical tools for detail analysis of language use in 

social and political contexts (Coffey & Marston, 2013). This research therefore 

highlights the contesting process through which young people and young people’s 

housing are now viewed as problems through the CDA. For example, this research 

work shows the (hidden) needs of young people from the LTHS 2014. The 

discovery is due to the investigation of questioning a social wrong at the initial 

stage of this research, i.e. Young people housing problem. 

With a specific focus on housing discourse studies, they are found to fall in 

five areas, including pathology, social exclusion, affordability, identity, and 
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globalisation and marketisation. The author is aware that there are a lack of 

detailed discussions from a critical perspective on the discourse of young people 

in housing studies both locally and internationally. Young people are neither a 

“homogeneous group” nor “a static one” (Jones, 1988, p. 707). Based on detailed 

analyses of housing discourses (Martin, 2011), this study strengthens the 

understanding how young people constructed themselves in housing discourses. 

For example, young people have their own language to represent themselves and 

their housing situation (e.g. discourse of lack of choice and metaphoric use of 

“lamb”). 

A key limitation with the CDA, which also applies to the DRA, is what can 

be inferred from the text or language subject to analysis (Parkinson et al., 2016).  

The text or other factual information cannot define the intentions and position of 

the text or informant. This study argues that it is critical to address the relative 

negligence of the implications of discursive elements in housing theory for the 

housing research community. A suitable starting point is argued for the 

theorization of this negligence with a philosophical approach that will lend to 

practical applications, particularly in the consolidation of housing discourses 

related to young people. This research therefore contributes by developing how 

discourse analysis, critical discourse analysis and DRA in particular can be 

applied to studying housing and young people.  

 

Identification of convergences and divergences of societal and young 
people housing discourses 
 

The third theoretical contribution of this work is the identification of two 

types of housing discourses: housing discourses about young people (i.e. societal 

housing discourse) and housing discourses by young people (i.e. young people 

housing discourse). In a study on social housing discourses, Lévy-Vroelant (2014) 

addressed the divergences that have emerged in the representations of social 

housing in France. It was argued that the different actors involved are not equally 

visible. The differences found between the societal housing discourse and the 

housing discourse by young people illustrate how young people, an actor in the 

context of Hong Kong, are represented differently in different discourses. 
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This research differentiates between discourse about young people and 

discourse by young people. The differentiation reveals the use of various terms 

and notions in constructing housing discourses by these two groups of young 

people as a whole. This research has provided 27 areas of housing discourses of 

young people in Hong Kong. There are 16 that can be identified from the societal 

housing discourse and 21 from young people housing discourse. This research not 

only shows the multiplicity of housing discourse, but also renders the discourse of 

young people visible in the housing literature. These discourses are also mapped 

into different aspects of housing discourse studies in the west. The dialogue 

between societal and young people discourse and local and international 

communities enriches the theoretical context of housing discourse studies.  

However, this research exhibits a limitation. The work cannot include every 

single housing discourse in Hong Kong. There are on-going changes in society 

and new hybrid discourses will form accordingly. With the limitation, this 

research thus covers only the major and relatively stable discourses. Under 

multiple discourses, this research shows how young people shape and are shaped 

by other discourses. 

 

Attend to structural aspects of young people discourse 
 

The fourth theoretical contribution is that this research provides an original 

account of the structure of housing discourses. Brannen and Nilsen (2005) argued 

that the structural side of young people discourses are not taken as seriously as the 

agency side. This research has addressed the value premises of both the structural 

and agency perspectives. Each area of discourse is arranged under a structurally 

oriented or agency-oriented theme. For example, the discourse of self-reliance 

leads to personal capacity while discourse of government responsibility seeks for 

policy intervention.  

Agents may be actually concerned enough to act in accordance with their 

internalised discourse, but it is possible to say that they ought to have acted in 

accordance with external circumstances, hence, they can be eventually able or not 

able as well as choosing to or not to do so. Although agency such has personal 

willingness in transition to homeownership, the structural constraints lead to the 



Chapter 7 Discussion 

225 

 

failure of the transition. Such constraints facilitate the formation of a new hybrid 

discourse on homeownership. One specific example is the use of “housing slaves” 

to describe homeowners. Social reality varies among social actors because it is a 

variable subject to specific social contexts, time and places (Gurney, 1999a). For 

example, the analysis of the affordability problem requires consideration of 

discursive and non-discursive factors together, so that the underlining ideologies 

in understanding housing affordability can be revealed. These factors are 

understood as a holistic consideration that agents imagine in accordance with their 

values (internalised discourse) and try to bring about by means of action.  

This research categorises discourse into structurally-oriented/agency-oriented 

theme. Analytical ambiguity is a potential risk prevented by such a orientation 

because a discourse may be applied to both themes. For example, discourse of 

pro-homeownership refers to a personal choice (life-style/preference under 

agency-oriented theme); it may also imply a product of government policies 

(housing provision system under structurally-oriented theme). This research does 

not aim to provide a structural/agency dichotomy of discourse. That is because the 

DRA focuses on the dialectical interaction of discourse elements. 

Structural/agency orientation provides a more diverse understanding of the 

complex housing process. 

 

Incorporation of non-discursive elements 
 

The fifth theoretical contribution is that this research incorporates 

non-discursive elements. The CDA is considered as a resource for producing a 

richer understanding and analyses of the relationship between discourse and other 

non-discourse facets (Fairclough, 2007b). Its epistemological and ontological 

foundations are questioned (Widdowson, 2004; Stubbs, 1997). One of the 

criticisms of the CDA is its lack of not clarity on the relationship between 

discursive and non-discursive dimensions. Sims-Schouten et al. (2007) observed 

that few empirical critical realist work despite there has been calls to develop a 

critical realist discourse analysis. They argued that the critical realists having no 

systematic method of distinguishing between discursive and non-discursive 

dimensions might be a reason.  
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This research work has incorporated non-discursive elements into the 

housing discourses of young people. All forms of communication, both discursive 

and non-discursive interactions, could serve as important means for 

communicating. Discursive elements include text and speech; non-discursive 

elements include physical and social practices, and social action and structure 

(Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). The non-discursive elements of social processes 

contribute to the construction of common sense (Fairclough, 1992, p. 64). 

However, the non-discursive impacts on housing discourse have yet to be 

addressed. Therefore, the contribution of this study is investigating non-discursive 

elements that could influence the construction of the housing discourses of young 

people. However, there are limitations in incorporating non-discursive elements. 

One major challenge is that social practices are a combination of discursive and 

non-discursive elements: “how can one show exactly where and how the 

non-discursive moments influence and change the discursive moment – and vice 

versa?” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 89). With reference to the four moments 

highlighted in Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999), this research analyses how the 

non-discursive elements affect how young people operationalizing housing 

discourses; for example, their discursive and social practices in response to the 

language used in the policy text and the actual policy measures in the LTHS 

policy papers.  In the interview, this research evaluates texts and talk from 

interviewees. This research does not examine all of the non-discursive elements 

associated with the issue of young people housing. However, major factors such 

as the socio-economic situation of young people in Hong Kong in general and that 

of the interviewees in particular are incorporated into the analysis. Consequently, 

it is only by understanding both discursive and non-discursive elements as the 

premises in justifying that CDA can provide an adequate understating of the 

relationship between the structure (orders of discourse, social and institutional) 

and agency, and the agency–structure dialectic. 
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7.4.2. Methodological Implications 
 

Discourse drawn from policies, newspapers and young people 
 

In terms of the methodological contributions, first, the housing discourse of 

young people is articulated through the triangulation of the sources of discourse. 

Only a few studies have attempted to incorporate newspaper articles into their 

study on housing discourse (Martin, 2011; Watt, 2008; Blandy & Robinson, 2001). 

This study which examines the text in newspaper articles by using the CDA is a 

methodological advancement. The data collected from written text and 

semi-structured interviews reflect going beyond written policy documents 

(Marston, 2000). Then, two types of housing discourses (societal housing and 

young people housing discourses ) are identified through the CDA (Fairclough, 

2009). Societal housing discourses are identified through the policy papers and 

newspaper articles. In daily life, the development of ‘common sense’ is usually 

based on information from parents, school and the mass media. Newspapers have 

their own functions. The support of the media reinforce and mould public support 

for a particular policy outcome (Blandy & Robinson, 2001).Society has produced 

discourses on young people and in regard to their housing. This research has 

incorporated the discourses delivered through the mass media and major housing 

policy texts to reveal the societal housing discourses. Martin (2011) argued that 

the disadvantaged groups are being erased and the process of erasure that occurs 

in the popular media has received insufficient attention. This study provides a case 

to illustrate such a process of change. In addition, the literature has yet to address 

the housing discourse from the perspective of young people. This research 

therefore compares the societal housing and young people housing discourses 

which were previously methodologically neglected in housing studies. The 

comparison reveals the complex nature of discourses at multiple levels and 

influenced by both discursive and non-discursive elements under the power 

struggle of various parties involved in housing production and consumption. 

 

 



Chapter 7 Discussion 

228 

 

Analysis of metaphors of housing discourse in context of HK 
 

The second methodological implication is that the metaphors of housing 

discourse in the context of HK are studied. Housing researchers can study the use 

of metaphors; for example, there is regular and extensive use of metaphors in the 

literature on homelessness (Fopp, 2009) and social housing governance (Bradley, 

2008). Different concepts used for different purposes should have a more rigid 

definition, however, the metaphoric use of a concept often creates confusion 

(Clapham, Clark, & Gibb, 2012b). This study has identified the use of metaphors 

in policy papers, newspaper articles and interviews of young people. This study 

explores the implications of using metaphors in research and the possible social 

functions that the metaphors perform. Metaphors are crucial in the social 

construction of reality (Gurney, 1999a). First, they can be deployed as an 

inherently political project (Gurney, 1999a). This study shows that the 

government uses the term “housing ladder” to promote homeownership. Secondly, 

metaphors define and hold social groups together (Gurney, 1999a). For example, 

mama’s boy refers to a young people who are living in the parental home; and 

McDull family and Lion Rock Spirit refer to a group of young people who are 

working very hard. Third, metaphors limit or enable creative thinking (Gurney, 

1999a). They are a way of thinking and seeing the world. For example, young 

people see homeowners as a “slave” instead of a privileged group. 

Housing researchers should be aware of the misinterpretation of meaning of 

metaphors, as the use and meanings of metaphors are bound by the cultural and 

social context (Fopp, 2009). This research shows that the identification and 

analysis of metaphors benefit understanding on the social construction of housing 

discourses in the context of Hong Kong. The same metaphors may have different 

connotations in other areas, including broader social usage (Fopp, 2009). 
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CDA as methodological tool in youth related housing discourse 
studies  

 

The third methodological implication is that the CDA is demonstrated as a 

methodological tool in youth related housing discourse studies. In his study of 

homeownership and ideology, Ronald (2004) argued about the lack of 

methodological equipment to operationalize the relationship between housing, 

society and the imaginary. There is a missing methodology tool in analysing the 

micro relation of power and other elements(Marston, 2004). The CDA is a tool 

that addresses the methodological gap of missing micro-level analysis. The CDA 

draws attention to the constitutive effects of language and provides space to 

discuss the relationship between material and discursive changes at multiple levels 

of analysis (Marston, 2004).This research covers discourses from the individual to 

societal level.  

The dialectical-relational approach to the CDA considers that discourse and 

social elements should not be discrete in analysis. The four general objects of 

study in this research include the emergence, hegemony, recontextualisation, and 

operation of discourse. This study provides evidence that the analysis of discourse 

under different themes enhance the four objects of study, particularly the 

recontextualisation of discourse. Rather than analysed in isolation, this study 

proposes that both structurally oriented and agency oriented discourses should be 

analysed as constitutive components. Therefore, the analysis of discourse should 

be integrated within analyses of words and social context. One of the main 

insights of this study is that discourses provide agents with direction of action, i.e. 

provide the premises for agents to justify the young people housing discourse. 

 

Incorporation of additional techniques with CDA 
 

The fourth methodological implication is the incorporation of additional 

techniques with the CDA. This study, as stated in Chapter 1, reveals that the CDA 

as a research methodology has received increasing attention in the field of housing 

discourse studies. The methods involved for textual description and analysis in 

CDA have been criticised (O'Halloran, 2011; Poole, 2010). Breeze (2011) 
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summarized the criticisms46  of the CDA, however, the dialectical-relational 

approach offers a stepwise guide to conducing a systematic analysis. The 

approach invites researchers to work with various bodies of social theories, and is 

thus a transdisciplinary approach, which enhances the capacity of the analysis 

(Fairclough, 2016). However, the use of critical discourse analysis is not sufficient 

on its own to capture adequately the complexities of reality (Marston, 2002). 

Therefore, additional qualitative and ethnographic techniques are also required 

alongside an analysis of discourse. Apart from the analytic strategies suggested in 

the DRA, this study adopts a thematic analysis in the coding process. Thematic 

analysis involves identifying indicators of particular concepts and expanding these 

concepts into categories (Mackie & Tett, 2013).This research has identified the 

relevance of potential categories to the housing discourse of young people in 

Hong Kong. 

The CDA approach with a thematic analysis on housing studies enables a 

systematic evaluation of the housing problem. The CDA contributes to focusing 

on discourse and relations between other discourses and social elements” 

(Fairclough & Fairclough, 2013). It unravels the fundamental ideological conflicts 

of different housing discourses in Hong Kong. 

 
7.4.3. Practical Implications  

 

Use of CDA elucidates problems in advance 
 

The first practical implication is the use of the CDA to discourse analysis is 

that problems are identified in advance. This study shows a practically useable 

framework with the DRA approach to carry out the CDA, for those who wish to 

analyse text in policies or media sources. Housing researchers who have 

researched on the housing needs of young people in Hong Kong have not covered 

                                                 
46 The criticisms including that the method 1) draws on a wide range of theories of language 

and society but these are not always clearly defined. There is a tendency to draw on an eclectic mix 
of concepts from different intellectual traditions; 2) uses “impressionistic” methodology to analyse 
text; 3) moves too quickly from the language data to the stage of interpretation and explanation of 
those data in terms of social theories; 4) has an inadequate theory of the way texts work in social 
contexts; 5) pays insufficient attention to how the features of the immediate context text work in 
social contexts. 6) focus on examining how ideology works through discourse to maintain unequal 
power structures has created negative self-images and presented a deterministic vision of society 
(Breeze, 2011, p. 520). 
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a housing discourse, but only uncovered the link between the mass media and the 

perceptions of a young audience. It contributes to The CDA can play an “early 

warning” role to highlight the tensions, ambiguities and contradictions embedded 

(Colomb, 2007). For social workers, CDA creates framework for practices. It 

helps social workers to understand, to explore and critique the assumptions 

underpinning the discourses operating in the process of social work intervention. 

It will help to reinforce the need for social work intervention soon after the initial 

stage of intervenes as the ‘problem’ has been discovered in advance. 

Discourse analysis is the missing piece in local housing discussions that 

pertain to young people. An analysis of the housing discourses of young people 

under various social structural backgrounds can uncover the potential risk in Hong 

Kong society (for example, class, gender, resources and availability of 

opportunities (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005)). When structural impacts are addressed, 

this enables young people and housing activists to provoke discourses against the 

dominant discourses. In addition, the work explores the impact of the discourse on 

young people’s action when coping with their housing problems. 

A framework is presented to analyse and evaluate themes, word meanings 

and the use of metaphors in a sufficiently clear and explicit manner. Other 

researchers who are interested in applying the same analytical approach could use 

this study as a model to analyse the text in their own work. 

 

Exploring multiple discourses for housing researchers and housing 
activists 
 

The second practical implication is exploration of multiple discourses for 

housing researcher and housing activists. The value of the study is due to the 

substantial number of text samples that can be analysed in policy documents, 

newspaper articles and semi-structured interviews. For researchers, this study can 

possibly expand the research work of housing academics as it addresses 

methodological concerns, so as to motivate them to carry out more powerful 

critical discourse analysis as a methodological approach to investigate housing 

paradigms with both discursive and non-discursive elements. Whilst each of the 

discourse domains discussed would be interesting to explore further in its own 
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right, further research into the connections between these discourses would also 

be particularly beneficial. For housing activists, this study can possibly provide an 

overview of the discourse that facilitate or constrain policy advocacy. For example, 

there is the discursive influence on tenure preference that may prevent housing 

activists and promote social housing or co-operative housing. 

Bring young people’s voice into research and policy agenda 
 

The third practical contribution is the voice of bringing young people into 

research and policy agenda. In recent years, the general public as well as the 

academia have increasingly expressed concern over the housing needs of young 

people (Yip, 2012). The HKSAR government is being questioned as to whether 

their needs should be addressed by the government or the market. Different 

interest groups are seeking to establish a particular narrative or version of events 

(Jacobs, 2006). New policy initiatives, such as the construction of housing units 

for young people, and reactivation of the Home Ownership Scheme (HOS), have 

been proposed accordingly. The mass media has contributed to arousing the 

attention of the general public. Tam (2011) argued that young people in Hong 

Kong are frequently presented as a problematic category of individuals in society. 

However, this research shows that young people, in terms of housing, are ‘at risk’ 

rather than those who pose ‘as a risk’. It is important to bring the housing problem 

of young people back to research and policy agendas. Otherwise, they will be 

further marginalised. 

At the same time, stakeholders of various backgrounds make use of the mass 

media to sustain a particular discourse, which may influence how an issue is 

perceived. From the perspective of social constructionists, these competing 

discourses or worlds of meaning have shaped housing policies, which in turn, 

framed the thoughts and actions of individuals and institutions (Clapham, 2006). 

In Hong Kong, the issues of young people with low income, for example, 

unaffordable housing and young people’s housing do not need to be regarded as 

personal or private issues. These have now become problems that need public 

attention or intervention. It seems that in the eyes of policy-makers, “the problem 

of young people’s housing” is just being ‘discovered’ as a new phenomenon. 

  



Chapter 7 Discussion 

233 

 

7.5. Conclusion  
 

This chapter brings together societal housing and young people housing 

discourses to analyse social practices.  

With reference to housing discourse and youth discourse studies, this chapter 

has discussed areas of housing discourse that are related to pathology, social 

exclusion, affordability, identity, globalisation and marketisation, and gender. The 

discussion investigates the discourses with the support of housing theories. The 

housing discourses of young people in Hong Kong are somewhat similar to the 

experiences in the west. The sustainability of a discourse is not solely affected by 

the power structure, but by the impact and coverage of a problem. This study 

argues that regulating discourse and using non-discursive elements, such as 

financial ability, are the actual forces that sustain or eliminate certain discourses 

among young people. As housing is a real life issue that young people have to 

address, they demonstrate the use of different strategies with different discourses.  

The housing problems of young people are complicated, and therefore it is 

not possible to entirely address all of the issues at hand. On the one hand, young 

people are not considered as a group with housing needs in government policy. On 

the other hand, the help seeking behaviour of young people in handling housing 

problems is being problematised. The societal housing discourses consider 

individual effort as the solution to the housing problem of young people. Young 

people housing discourses are attributed mainly to personal circumstances; at the 

same time, they are affected by external discourses. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusion and Suggestions for 
Future Research 

 

In the previous chapters, I have established the foundations for the current 

study. As indicated in Chapter 1, the significance of discourse analysis is 

acknowledged in the literature on housing research, but most research work have 

paid little attention to the analysis of discourse from a critical perspective. The 

thesis began with an introduction which stated the purpose of understanding 

young people housing discourse through a case study of Hong Kong. I have 

argued that discourse is crucial to understanding the housing problems of young 

people. The actions of young people are shaped by the surrounding discourses. 

Three research questions have guided this study: 

RQ 1: What are the housing discourses of young people in Hong Kong? 

RQ 2: Why are specific discourses continued among young people ?  

RQ 3: How do young people cope with their housing needs through the 

specific discourses held ? 

In this chapter, Section 8.1 is a summary of the key points of every chapter. 

The final section (Section 8.2) contains the final remarks with the research 

limitations and suggestions for future research. 

 

8.1. Key Chapter Findings  
 

The aim of the introduction chapter is to provide an overview of how this 

thesis will be structured. Chapters 2 and 3 provide the ground work for mapping 

the landscape of young people, housing and discourse under the context of this 

research work. Chapter 2 provides a working definition of discourse and a review 

on the definitions of discourse in the context of housing studies. It is observed that 

there is no consensual definition of discourse. Therefore the definition provided 

by Fairclough (1989, p. 84) is used which “refer(s) to the whole process of social 

interaction of which a text is just a part”. A literature review on the housing 

discourse studies has been carried out for both international and local contexts. 

Five areas of housing discourse emerged which provided the foundation of this 

research study, including pathology (Hastings, 1998; Ettema & Peer, 1996; 
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Teymur, 1988), social exclusion (Rollwagen, 2014; Watt, 2008; Atkinson & 

Kintrea, 2002; Somerville, 1998), affordability (Murphy, 2014; Martin, 2011; 

Beer et al., 2007), identity (Marston, 2004, 2002; Hunter & Nixon, 1999), and, 

globalisation and marketisation (Kenna, 2008; Clapham, 2006; Machimura, 1998). 

This chapter argues that housing discourses need to be examined in multiple 

contexts. Each housing issue can have more than one representation. The literature 

review offers this study an array of the possible discourses with multiple 

dimensions. There are different approaches to housing discourses; some are 

critical while others are not. The critical approach to housing discourse analysis 

based on the work of Jacobs, Kemeny, and Manzi (2004) is highlighted, which 

provides insight into the development of an analytic framework for discourse in 

this thesis.  

Chapter 3 consists of five main sections that outline young people discourse 

and its importance in youth studies. The first section discusses the concept of 

young people. The literature review shows that the concept of young people is 

socially constructed, and youth studies and housing studies show a different 

perspective, but three areas of interaction can be identified. Young people, 

discourse and housing have not been fully integrated in the existing literature. 

Then, a knowledge based approach is constructed for this study with a 

transdisciplinary perspective, that is, the research work utilises theories and 

methods from different disciplines (Angermuller, 2015). Both macro and micro 

factors that could possibly affect young people housing are investigated. Five key 

aspects (risk; cultural; agency and identity formation; sexuality and maturation; 

goal and aspirations) regarding the discourses on young people are identified. 

Then a review of the local literature, which includes studies on young people 

discourse and housing studies is provided. The review shows that there is the lack 

of studies on young people housing discourse in the Hong Kong context. Youth 

studies in Hong Kong have focused on discourses on youth development and 

transition to adulthood. Housing studies in Hong Kong have focused on 

affordability and tenure choice of young people. Therefore, it is argued that the 

perception of young people of an issue (housing discourse by young people, i.e. 

“young people housing discourse”) is different from non-young people (housing 

discourse of older people, i.e. “societal housing discourse”), such as the older 
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generation or institutions. As there are two different perspectives of analysis, the 

study is informed to take a further step to examine multiple levels of discourses, 

and therefore, the research design has taken this into the consideration. The 

presentation of discourses from people or institutions of different backgrounds 

shows discursive and non-discursive variations (see Chapters 5 and 6). 

Chapter 4 outlines the methodology of the study based on the CDA. The 

DRA per Fairclough’s (2009, 1995a) is selected as a framework for the discourse 

analysis as its methodology is influenced by a realist social ontology. According 

to Fairclough (2003), there are dialectical relations amongst the three aspects of 

meaning (i.e. genres, discourses and styles). Analysis of text located within a 

wider analysis of the object of research in terms of dialectical relations between 

semiotic elements and other elements allows relationships at the level of social 

practices and events to be better understood. (and between orders of discourse and 

texts). The CDA approach has to be multidisciplinary (Mackie & Tett, 2013, p. 

389), and interdiscursive analysis should take place in order to mediate between 

the different levels of analyses. Two types of discourses - societal housing 

discourse on young people and young people housing discourse are examined. 

The former are obtained from an evaluation of the major housing policy papers, 

namely, the LTHS policy papers and newspaper articles. Articles from two local 

newspapers and the government press are referenced by using the WiseNews 

database. Young people housing discourses are obtained through semi-structured 

interviews of 32 young people between the ages of 18 and 34 from various 

backgrounds. In order to reveal the dialectical view of semiosis as the moment of 

social relations between social practices, the data analysis focuses on contrasting 

the perspectives to examine how young people communicate with existing 

discourses. In the present study, the emphasis is particularly focused on describing 

the contrasting effects based on an agency-oriented or a structurally-oriented 

theme as related to the discourse of young people. 

Following the conceptualisation per Fairclough, the CDA refers to the 

analysis of the interaction between the so-called discursive and non-discursive 

elements. “The concept of discourse can be understood as a particular perspective 

on these various forms of semiotics – it sees them as moments of social practices 

in their articulation with other non-discursive moments” (Chouliaraki & 
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Fairclough, 1999, p. 38) The discursive and the non-discursive complement and 

supplement each other, and the two elements are dialectical in nature (Fairclough, 

2003, p. 162). Both discursive (for example, text (Fairclough, 2005c)) and 

non-discursive elements (for example, structures (Van Dijk, 1995) (for example, 

activities (Jäger, 2001)) will be taken into consideration to understand that social 

practices must involve both. 

Based on the theoretical and methodological foundation outlined above, 

Chapters 5 and 6 outline the research findings and analyses. Chapter 5 focuses on 

the discussion of societal housing discourses, which makes reference to housing 

discourse about young people. Data from the LHTS policy papers and newspaper 

articles are discussed. In all, 16 areas of housing discourse are identified, with 8 

that fall under the agency-oriented theme, and 8 under the structurally-oriented 

theme. The chapter argues that the societal housing discourse does not address the 

uniqueness of young people in terms of their socio-economic circumstances in 

relation to the changes in the housing market and housing policy. Although a more 

dynamic discussion on the issue was demonstrated, the discourse on affordability 

and market remain the key areas of discussion. The housing needs of young 

people remain obscured. Analyses of text and discourse are a further step for 

understanding societal housing discourse. This chapter argues the use of words 

and metaphors to show a lexical change. Although change has marginalised young 

people, at the same time, it has strengthened the discourse related to the private 

housing market and homeownership. The ideological underpinnings reflected 

through these words are the tendencies to structurally reduce the housing problem 

in terms of individualised personal issues. The words tend to be negative, 

particularly those related to young people and their housing behaviour. The 

metaphors are associated with creating a positive image of homeownership and 

also a label for young people in relation to housing aspects. Societal housing 

discourse has low interdiscursivity which means that there is little discourse 

hybridity. The discourse of pro-homeownership remains central in the discursive 

blend.  

Chapter 6 provides the findings from the semi-structured interviews of young 

people from a diversity of socio-economic background in terms of income, 

education, gender, material status and family composition. They share similar 



 

238 

 

discourses toward homeownership and discontentment of the housing policy. 

However, their management of their housing needs varies due to affordability and 

other personal considerations. Interviewees who have the support of family are 

more likely to transfer to independent living, or even become homeowners. 

Without government and family support, this study shows that financial ability is 

one of the key constraints to resolving the young people housing problem. 

However, financial circumstances are not the only factor that determines their 

transition. Discursively, they share a similar belief of individual contribution and 

the value of homeownership. The interviewees indicate that there are structural 

constrains and their efforts to address their housing problems. Moreover, the 

respondents demonstrated disappointment toward housing as they are facing a 

dilemma in that they do not have adequate funds to buy a flat but are not poor (or 

not old enough) enough to apply for PRH.  

The analysis of the text shows that young people share a similar language as 

the policy papers and newspaper articles. The words related to young people and 

housing are more or less the same, such as the use of “market”, “choice”, and 

“personal abilities”. The dominant pro-homeownership and pro-market 

descriptions revealed by the young people are discursively incorporated with 

societal housing discourse, which contributes to sustaining the existing unequal 

power relations. In terms of metaphors, the key metaphors are associated with the 

value of housing (such as “brick”) and the position of young people (such as 

“getting on board” and “housing slaves”. The textual analysis reveals an 

interesting interaction between the discursive and non-discursive elements. 

Discursively, young people have adopted the societal housing discourse of 

pro-homeownership. Non-discursively, they have to make substantial sacrifices in 

reality. Young people discourse has high interdiscursivity which means that there 

is much discourse hybridity. Young people have created new texts and new 

discourses, for example, they consider PRH as a solution to social mobility 

problem. 

Discourses that conflict the dominant discourse might lead to social change. 

However, whether the change will take place should take into consideration social 

practices of discourse. The discussion in Chapter 7 starts with an analysis of social 

practices. The analysis incorporates the findings from both the societal housing 
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and young people housing discourses. This chapter argues the order of discourse 

is stressed because of the influence of non-discursive element sin social practices. 

The stress can be revealed from the process of discourse recontextualisation. This 

chapter argues that societal housing discourse has strong discursive power that 

influences young people housing discourse.  

This study reveals that young people have adopted a number of discursive 

and non-discursive strategies to cope with their housing needs before a social 

order change takes place. Discursively, they attempt to counter the labelling of 

young people in the societal housing discourse, and emphasise on the 

intergenerational differences of the economy and housing market. 

Non-discursively, some apply for PRH while others return to their parental home. 

However, these strategies are temporary and their housing problem still exist.  

Chapter 7 brings all the discourses together to provide a complete picture of 

the housing discourse of young people in Hong Kong, which is the foundation of 

the order of housing discourse of young people. These discourses are identified in 

the local context, but not exclusive to Hong Kong. These discourses, both 

‘overlapping’ and ‘unique’, can offer a dialogue with housing experiences in the 

west to understand the six areas. This research therefore provides an overview of 

housing discourse related to young people. The 27 areas of discourse identified 

directly answer the first research question. Among them, the second research 

question focuses on why certain discourses are sustained among young people. 

Young people can directly adopt/ recontextualise existing societal housing 

discourses and operationalise them. They can also generate new discourses that 

counter the dominant discourses. Non-discursive elements are critically 

significant insofar as they support or constrain particular lines of action. Finally, 

the third research question focuses on the coping strategies of housing problems. 

Young people can either adopt recontextualised discourses or counter the 

dominant discourses. Finally, Chapter 7 concludes with the key contributions and 

shows that this research work has made advancements in the context of housing, 

young people and discourse.  
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8.2. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research  
 

The housing discourse of young people is an area that is in need of more 

attention. However, there are limitations to this research study. The work only 

focuses on the housing discourse of young people. The main consideration of this 

research is to provide an overall picture of existing housing discourse of young 

people, therefore, the housing discourses of other groups and comparison within 

groups are beyond the scope of this study. For example, the variation between 

gender, sub-division of participants’ age group, religion background, etc. At the 

given limitations, this research work can be considered as a building block for the 

development of other types of housing discourses in Hong Kong. More 

importantly, the incorporation of non-discursive elements is a new means of 

examining local discourses. These will alert both researchers and housing 

practitioners to gain an awareness of the non-discursive impacts of discourse. This 

research has also identified some key issues which are beyond the scope of the 

current study, but constitute as possible future directions for research related to the 

field of housing, policy and youth studies. 

1) In the housing theories, the government is identified as lacking capability 

in resolving housing problems. This is a significant finding in terms of 

the dialectical implications of discourse construction. It will be 

interesting to find out if active construction of young people housing 

discourse can counter societal housing discourses. 

2) The methodological approach and method adopted in this thesis are 

alternative means to analysing discourse and critically examine housing 

problems. Future research can possibly investigate other social problems 

by using the same protocol. 

This research has only examined three different types of data due to resource 

limitations and methodological considerations. The limitation of covering only 

two newspapers may have a risk of missing some other discourses due to political 

consideration of the newspaper. Another limitation is that the research does not 

incorporated political discourse on young people. Under the fast changing 

information flow, young people may have influence on/ influenced by political 

events. Future research can include more data sources (such as new media) and 



 

241 

 

detail assessment of social and political events that parallel to investigation of 

discourse. 
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Appendices 
Appendix I. Interview Guide  

Section 1: Demographic Information 

1)  Age/Material status/ family composition  

2)  Education/Occupation/ Income 

  

Section 2: Housing History (personal and parental) 

3)  Location 

4)  Type of housing 

5)  Type of tenure 

6)  Time period 

7)  Housing expenses and family composition 

  

Section 3: Housing Problem 

8)  Any housing problem? 

9)  Anyone could offer help? 

10)  Why there is a problem? What is the ‘origin’ of the problem 

  

Section 4: Housing Aspiration 

11)  Any aspiration on housing (Location/ tenure/ type of housing) 

12)  Where does this “aspiration” come from? 

  

Section 5: Housing Discourse 

13)  What is the meaning of “young people”? 

14)  What is the meaning of “Housing”? 

15)  What is the meaning of “Housing discourse”? 

16)  How do you describe young people housing in Hong Kong? 

17)  What is the impact of mass media, particularly newspaper? 

  

Section 6: Observation/ response on policy and media housing discourse 

18)  How policy and media describe “young people”? 

19)  How policy and media describe “young people” and “housing”? 

20)  Do you agree with their description? Why? 
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Section 7: Experiences, Actions and Plans 

21)  Any experience in determining your housing (any kind of issue) 

22)  Will you collect any information on housing? What is the source? 

23)  Do you have any plan for your housing? 

24)  Any opportunity and constrain that you can identify? 

  

Section 8: Other observation 

25)  Any other issues relevant to this study that you can share? 

26)  After this interview, have you generate any new ideas or any other follow-up action?
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Appendix II. Invitation letter  
 

Dear _____________: 

You are being invited to take part in a doctoral research title “Housing Discourses of 

Young People in Hong Kong” to be conducted by Lau Siu Mei, details of the study show as 

following.  

Interview Date and Time:___________ 

Venue:__________________ 

Email: avalau@life.hkbu.edu.hk 

Telephone: 3411-2007 

It is important for you to understand the objectives and data collection process before 

you decided to involve in this study. Attaching to this invitation letter is the consent form for 

research participant. Please read the information carefully and feel free to contact me if you 

have any question or extra information is needed. It would please highly appreciate if you 

could take part in this research and sign at the bottom of the consent form. 

Thank you for reading this letter and I look forward to your participation in this study.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

LAU, Siu Mei 

Department of Social Work 

Hong Kong Baptist University 
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Appendix III. Informed Consent Form For Participants 
STUDY INFORMATION SHEET 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to examining 
housing discourse from young people’s perspective. 
 
INFORMATION 
Procedures 
Each interviewee will be invited to sign this “Informed Consent Statement” before the interview 
starts. The interviewers will initiate questions and invite interviewees to respond. It becomes an 
interactive process when both interviewer and interviewee respond to each other. 
 
Expected duration of participation  
The interview will last for 2-2.5 hours. 
 
Number of participants 
The number of subjects that will be participating in the research is about 18-24 young people. 
 
Information concerning taping and filming 
The interviews will be audio taped. Only the investigator and the research student helpers can have 
access to the tapes and the use of them are restricted to research and teaching purposes. All 
personal information about the subjects will not be revealed in public release of any forms. After 
the end of the study, all audio tapes will be destroyed within three months. Interviewees have the 
full right to refuse to be audio taped. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
The interviews will be transcribed by investigator and research student helpers. They are requested 
to observe the principle of confidentiality in processing the data collected. Pseudo names will be 
used in research reports when individual responses are described. 
 
CONTACT 
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the 
investigator, Lau Siu-mei, Department of Social Work, Hong Kong Baptist University and 
3411-2007. If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your 
rights as a participant in research have been violated during the course of this project, you may 
contact the Committee on the Use of Human and Animal Subjects in Teaching and Research. 
 
PARTICIPATION 
Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate without penalty. If you 
decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time within two weeks after the 
interview without penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If you 
withdraw from the study before data collection is completed your data will be returned to you or 
destroyed. 
 
CONSENT 
I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I agree to 
participate in this study. 
 
Subject's signature____________________ Date ____________________ 
 
Investigator's signature________________ Date _______________________ 
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Appendix IV. Interviewees’ Profile 

Code Name 
Education 
Level 

Marital 
status@ 

Age Gender
Employ-
ment# 
 

Living 
with 
parents/
parents-
in-law

Personal 
income 
(monthly) 

Household 
income 

No. 
Family 
member 
In 
current 
unit 

Current housing 
situation 

1 
Mr 
Kwon 

Degree 
Single 
(N) 

29 M PT Yes $7,500-$10,000 $12K-$24K 4 
Owner- 
occupier 

2 Ms Lau Master 
Single 
(N) 

32 F PT Yes $15K-$30K $50K-$80K 4 Public Rental 

3 Mr Wan Degree Single (I) 30 M FT Yes Over $30K $50K-$80K 4 
Owner- 
occupier 

4 Ms Lee Degree Single (I) 29 F FT Yes $15K-$30K $35K-$50K 4 Private Rental 

5 
Mr 
Wong 

Secondary Single (I) 22 M FT Yes $10K-$15K $24K-$35K 3 Public Rental 

6 Ms Pan Degree Single (I) 31 F FT Yes $15K-$30K $24K-$35K 2 
Owner- 
occupier 

7 Mr Hung Master 
Single 
(N) 

29 M FT Yes $15K-$30K $35K-$50K 2 Private Rental 

8 Ms Ho Secondary Married 30 F FT No Over $30K Above $80K 5 
Owner- 
occupier 

9 
Ms 
Yeung 

Master Single (I) 30 F FT Yes Over $30K $50K-$80K 3 
Owner- 
occupier 

10 Mr Ma Master Single (I) 30 M FT No Over $30K Above $80K 1 Private Rental 

11 Ms Ka Tertiary 
Single 
(N) 

20 F ST Yes Under $3750 $12K-$24K 4 
Owner- 
occupier 

12 Mr Lau Tertiary 
Single 
(N) 

19 M ST Yes Under $3750 $24K-$35K 2 
Owner- 
occupier 

13 Ms Yiu Tertiary Single (I) 23 F FT No $15K-$30K Above $80K 7 
Owner- 
occupier 

14 Ms Pang Tertiary Married 30 F FT No Over $30K Above $80K 2 
Owner- 
occupier 

15 Ms Wing Tertiary Married 34 F FT Yes $15K-$30K $35K-$50K 7 Public Rental 

16 Ms Chou Tertiary Married 31 F HW No Under $3750 $35K-$50K 3 Owner-occupier

17 Mr Lam Degree Single (I) 32 M FT No Over $30K Above $80K 2 Private Rental 

18 Mr Au Secondary Single (I) 27 M FT Yes $15K-$30K $12K-$24K 3 
Owner- 
occupier 

19 Ms Choi Secondary Married 31 F HW No Under $3750 $24K-$35K 4 Public Rental 

20 Ms Lauw Degree Married 32 F FT No $10K-$15K $24K-$35K 2 
Owner- 
occupier 

21 Ms May Secondary Married 31 F PT Yes $3,751-$7,500 $50K-$80K 6 
Owner- 
occupier 

22 
Mr 
Kwok 

Secondary 
Single 
(N) 

33 M FT No Over $30K N/A 1 Private Rental 

23 Ms Ngo Degree Married 31 F PT Yes $10K-$15K $35K-$50K 7 
Owner- 
occupier 

24 Ms Sze Degree Married 28 F FT No $15K-$30K $35K-$50K 2 Public Rental 

25 
Ms 
Chow 

Degree 
Single 
(N) 

32 F FT No $15K-$30K $35K-$50K 2 
Owner- 
occupier 

26 Ms Yim Degree 
Single 
(N) 

29 F FT No $15K-$30K N/A 1 Public Rental 

27 Ms Tsui Secondary Married 21 F FT Yes $10K-$15K $24K-$35K 5 Private Rental 

28 Mr Tang Tertiary Married 28 M FT No $10K-$15K $12K-$24K 2 Private Rental 
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29 Mr Park Secondary Single (I) 25 M FT No Under $3750 $50K-$80K 2 Public Rental 

30 Ms Lui Degree Married 35 F FT Yes Over $30K $50K-$80K 4 Public Rental 

31 Ms Hau Tertiary 
Single 
(N) 

26 F FT Yes $10K-$15K $24K-$35K 4 Private Rental 

32 Mr Chan Degree Married 30 M FT Yes $15K-$30K $50K-$80K 2 Private Rental 

@ Single (N): Single (Not in a relationship); Single (I): Single (In a relationship) 

#PT: Part time; FT: Full time; ST: Student; HW: Housewife 
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Appendix V. List of Newspaper Article Cited 
 

 
 

Author  English Title 
Date 

(dd/mm/
yy) 

Newspa-
per 

Page

Article 1 N/A Is it considered age discrimination? 04/10/05 am730 M06
Article 2 Shih, W. C. Rent or buy? 29/06/06 am730 M04

Article 3 N/A 
SoCo staging petitions for cancellation of 
QPS 

04/10/06 am730 M04

Article 4 Cho, Y. C. Cho Yan Chui - Wealth Inspiration 20/09/07 am730 
M26
,M2

7 

Article 5 N/A 
Strategic property investment, mortgage 
and insurance assist buying 

10/12/07 am730 
M22
,M2

3 
Article 6 Cheung, Y. K. Renters quickly turn into buyers 23/05/08 Headline P38
Article 7 Pun, K. L. Exotic social groups 11/08/08 Headline P22

Article 8 Lam, K.  
The Birth of the Hong Kong Boy and Hong 
Kong Girl 

23/03/09 am730 
M18
,M1

9 
Article 9 Shih, W. C Encouraging self reliance of children 19/08/09 am730 M10
Article 10 Kan, C. C. Higher education unhelpful 20/10/09 am730 M08

Article 11 N/A 
Anthony Cheung supports HOS relaunch, 
HK SAR government intends to activate 
secondary market 

24/10/09 Headline P02

Article 12 Shih, W. C 
Pioneering first generation, second 
generation born with silver spoon in mouth

28/10/09 am730 M06

Article 13 Kan, C. C. Re establish HOS? 29/10/09 am730 M10

Article 14 Shih, W. C. 
Increased number of PRH applicants with 
higher education  

11/11/09 am730 M08

Article 15 N/A Post-80s less happy at work 18/01/10 am730 M02

Article 16 N/A 
60% adults live with parents, Italy forces 
mama's boy to be independent 

20/01/10 am730 M27

Article 17 Lai, Y. H. Secretary Tsang, I am not Paris Hilton 21/01/10 am730 M41

Article 18 Liu, W. K.  
Post-80s buying flat by relying on own
means 

29/01/10 am730 M40

Article 19 Lai, Y. H. Revisiting 'I am not Paris Hilton' again 29/01/10 am730 M48

Article 20 Lam, C. F 
Optimistic about the property market, (ii ) 
increases despite precautions  

04/02/10 am730 M39

Article 21 Tsang, K. K. Home purchase an investment decision 09/03/10 am730 M10
Article 22 Choi, C. K. Post-80s in Japan 09/03/10 am730 M45

Article 23 N/A 
Property developers and bankers urge for 
reestablishment of HOS 

09/03/10 Headline P26

Article 24 Cheung, W. T. Project of Hope 10/03/10 Headline P20

Article 25 Wong, W. L 
HKSAR government needs new source of 
income 

16/03/10 am730 M17

Article 26 N/A The Home Starter Loan Scheme (HSLS) 03/05/10 Headline P26

Article 27 N/A 
Eva Cheng: "Everyone owning a home" is 
not government policy 

05/05/10 am730 M02

Article 28 N/A 
"Everyone owning a home" is not our 
policy. Eva Cheng: homeownership is like 
walking up flight of stairs 

05/05/10 Headline P08

Article 29 Zhang, J. S. 
Common aspiration for people to own their 
own home? 

12/05/10 am730 M39

Article 30 EF McDull family 02/07/10 am730 M14

Article 31 Hung, W. M. 
Encouraging startup businesses instead of 
homeownership 

06/08/10 am730 M42
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Article 32 Shih, W. C Why I support suppressing property market 23/08/10 am730 M08

Article 33 Li, Y. P 
Study on feasibility of subsidizing home 
purchases: preventing undesirable effects 

24/08/10 Headline P02

Article 34 Tsang, K. K. How to save 02/09/10 am730 M04

Article 35 N/A 
74% Fourth generation of Hong Kong 
people, salary and positions stagnant 

13/09/10 Headline P14

Article 36 N/A “Inflated Buildings” set ceiling at 10% 14/10/10 am730 M04
Article 37 Tsang, K. K. No pain no gain: saving money 21/10/10 am730 M10
Article 38 Siu, L. H.  Hong Kong people boycott expensive flats 21/10/10 am730 M42
Article 39 Tsang, K. K. What doesn't kill you makes you stronger 18/11/10 am730 M18

Article 40 Chen, Y. Against monopoly 14/01/11 am730 
M58
,M5

9 

Article 41 Shih, W. C 
Why house price increase even without 
speculators  

18/02/11 am730 M06

Article 42 Shih, W. C 
A land for first-time buyer, will private 
developer participate? 

24/02/11 am730 M12

Article 43 Wang, W. J. Opportunities for young people 18/03/11 Headline P38
Article 44 N/A Lamenting high property prices  06/04/11 am730 M16

Article 45 Shih, W. C 
Government to eventually resume regular 
land sales  

19/04/11 am730 M08

Article 46 Shih, W. C Cost of minimum wages  28/04/11 am730 M06
Article 47 Shih, W. C Cannikin Law and management wisdom 08/07/11 am730 M06
Article 48 Shih, W. C The origin of developer hegemony 13/07/11 am730 M06

Article 49 Kwok, Y. M. 
21-year-old Jockey earns 3.3 million a year. 
Supports property purchase  

01/08/11 Headline P41

Article 50 N/A 
Cheung Chun-yuen supports Leung Chun 
Ying as Chief Executive 

02/08/11 am730 M10

Article 51 Hung, W. M.  Where is happiness? 05/08/11 am730 M64
Article 52 Chan, K. If Li Ka-shing is 'post 80's' 26/08/11 am730 M24

Article 53 Shih, W. C 
Revitalising Industrial Buildings to tackle 
sub-divided flat problem 

05/09/11 am730 M12

Article 54 N/A New policy address 12/09/11 am730 M12
Article 55 Lam, Y. Evil 17/10/11 am730 M20
Article 56 Shih, W. C PRH should set limit on level of education 20/10/11 am730 M08
Article 57 Shih, W. C Should young people buy a flat? 21/02/12 am730 M08

Article 58 Liu, W. K. 
University students and property – never 
say die 

20/04/12 am730 M38

Article 59 Shih, W. C 
Should young people be allowed apply for 
PRH? 

26/04/12 am730 M12

Article 60 Wu, R. Conspiracy 18/05/12 am730 A38

Article 61 N/A 
5000 annual quota for subsidized 
homeownership 

17/07/12 Headline P04

Article 62 N/A 
Unaffordable independent living due to 
high property prices  

18/08/12 Headline P16

Article 63 Lam, F. K. 30 year project 05/10/12 am730 A16

Article 64 N/A 
Survey shows 50% 'Post-80s' have no 
investment 

09/10/12 Headline P52

Article 65 Wu, S. K.  Give up dignity 10/10/12 am730 A35

Article 66 N/A 
Different sectors of community criticize 
QPS discriminate well educated 

20/01/14 Headline P04

Article 67 Man, H. Parents buying flat  15/01/13 am730 A44
Article 68 Li, L. X. Young people statistics 25/01/13 Headline P58
Article 69 N/A Single-room and studio flat 24/03/13 Headline P12

Article 70 N/A 
Rent rather than buy. Japanese youth say no 
to being housing slave 

04/07/13 am730 A24

Article 71 Li, Y. P. University students apply for PRH. Who 25/07/13 Headline P06
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should be responsible?  
Article 72 N/A Facebook group line up for joint-project 13/08/13 Headline P18

Article 73 N/A 
Different sectors of community criticize 
QPS discriminate well educated 

20/01/14 Headline P04

Article 74 N/A 
Couple separate lives after marriage. 
Family plans postponed. 

07/02/14 Headline P10

Article 75 N/A 
In good health and not considering 
retirement 

01/03/14 Headline P02

Article 76 Gladys Mother-in-law 11/04/14 am730 B34
Article 77 Shih, W. C No successors for construction workers 17/04/14 am730 A02
Article 78 Yiu, C. Y. End of mortgage game 15/07/14 Headline P51
Article 79 Lam, Y. M. A Few Words on being fair about 177 sq. ft 21/07/14 Headline P55

Article 80 Cheung, Y. K. 
A show of parent forces their daughter to 
buy a flat 

11/08/14 Headline P66

Article 81 Ma, S. C. Why do we work so hard? 12/08/14 am730 A12

Article 82 Chan, L. C.  A sip of red wine can fly up to the sky? 01/09/14 am730 
A48,
A49

Article 83 Fatmoonba 
After I bought 2 computer generated Mark 
Six tickets, before 100 million Snowball 
Prize draw 

10/09/14 am730 A42

Article 84 Cheung, W. T. Married parasites 26/09/14 Headline P88
Article 85 Ko, W. Y. For the unit… 11/11/14 Headline P24

Article 86 Shih, W. C 
High house prices hinder independence of 
young people  

14/11/14 am730 A14

Article 87 Lam, F. K. Good people, good deeds, good future 17/11/14 am730 A24

Article 88 N/A 
University fresh graduate apply PRH. Chan 
Chung-bun: equal to giving up on 
themselves 

13/01/15 am730 A06

Article 89 Chan, Y. H. Who stole young people's dream? 02/03/15 am730 A14
Article 90 Lee, H. O. Things that are not done now 17/03/15 am730 A37

Article 91 Li, Y. P. 
Keen competition for HOS, increase land 
supply is needed 

27/03/15 Headline P02

Article 92 Chung, K. W. 
The problem of sub-divided flat and the 
challenge of housing policy 

08/05/15 am730 A26

Article 93 Wong, J. Work for the happiness of daughter 11/05/15 am730 A38
Article 94 Chung, K. W. Should young people apply for PRH? 21/05/15 am730 A22

Article 95 Hui, C. 
Foreign investment is difficult to control, 
the government should release PRH titles 

22/05/15 am730 A26

Article 96 Kelly Chu 
For families only, not singles. A good catch 
in Tai Hang at $1900. 

27/07/15 Headline P22

Article 97 N/A 
Form 3 student seeks counselling due to 
homeownership worries. Youth suicide 
rates increase 

10/09/15 am730 A22

Article 98 Ng, P. T. Young people should 'Think out of the box" 29/09/15 am730 A22

Article 99 Lee, Y. P. 
Competition for home purchase, please help 
young people 

30/10/15 Headline P06

Article 100 Fung, W. K. Judicial review, barrister biased by interest? 14/12/15 Headline P32
Article 101 Shun, M. Y. Housing market demand exceeds supply 23/12/15 am730 A16
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Appendix VI. Overview of Hong Kong Discourse of Young 
People 
 

Premised on the five primary areas of housing discourse (i.e. pathology, 

social exclusion, affordability, identity, and, globalisation and marketisation) 

identified in Chapter Two, this research work will delineate 27 different aspects of 

young people housing in Hong Kong. As Fairclough and Hardy (1997, p. 147) 

stated, “[t]exts often draw upon orders of discourse in complex ways, crossing 

boundaries not only between different genres and discourses but also between 

different orders of discourse”. This means that the text that comprise the 27 

different aspects from the policy papers, newspaper articles and semi-structured 

interviews reflect a mix of different discourses, and inter-related and 

interdependent. 

 
Table VI-1 Main Features of discourses under agency-oriented theme 

Discourse Main Features Societal
Young 
people 

1 
Pro- 

homeownership 

Emphasis is on homeownership as consensual housing tenure 
preference, rather than government preference. excludes or 
de-emphasises other types of tenures. 

  

2 Housing ladder 
Refers to a housing hierarchy which starts from public rental 
housing to subsidised homeownership and eventually private 
homeownership. 

  

3 
[hidden] Young 
people housing 

need 

With acknowledgement of young people housing needs in the local 
housing policy in Hong Kong, a discourse on young people housing 
refers to the homeownership needs of young people. This is denoted 
as ‘hidden’ in this study because the discourse is not concerned with 
‘real’ housing needs. 

  

4 
Dependence of 
young people 

Dependence of young people means that young people rely on 
support from family or the government to cope with their housing 
needs. 

  

5 Mutual help 
Conflicts with (4) Dependence of young people 
Suggests that young people have to shoulder household 
responsibilities in return. 

  

6 Irresponsibility 
Refers to lack of moral rectitude of young people. Suggests that 
young people should not apply for public resources. 

  

7 Entitlement 
-Conflicts with (6) irresponsibility  
-Refers to young people having the right to apply for public 
assistance 

  

8 
Natural 
response 

Considers applications for PRH from young applicants as a natural 
response to market change 

 

9 Self-reliance 
Refers to achieving homeownership through personal hard work 
and without government assistance. 

  

10 Gender Correlation between housing and gender.   

11 
Irrelevance of 

personal 
contributions in 

Conflicts with (9) Self-reliance 
Does not devalue personal contributions, but suggests that personal 
contributions have no effects in solving housing problem. 
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housing 

12 Immaturity 
Emphasises that young people are dependent behaviourally and 
financially, and also unaware of real life situations. 

  

13 Planned actions 

Conflicts with (12) Immaturity 
Means young people are fully aware of the situation and resources 
available; make decision in relation to financial and living 
arrangements. 

  

14 Personal choice 
Emphasises options available in the market and young people are 
free agents to make choices. 

  

15 Lack of choices 
Conflicts with (14) Personal choice 
Refers to limited housing options for young people due to high 
house price and rent. 

  

16 
Renter support 

existing 
homeowner 

Refers to rental payments considered as financially supporting 
homeowner investment.   

Total 8 12 
 

Table VI -2 Main Features of discourses under structurally-oriented analysis 

Discourse Main Features Societal
Young 
People 

17 
Resource 
allocation 

Insinuates that public resources should be allocated to the most 
needy, of which young people are not included. 

  

18 
Economic 

fundamentals 
Emphasises that economics are determining factor on formation of 
housing policy. 

  

19 
Market 

determination 
Denotes that production and consumption of housing are purely 
based on market operations. 

  

20 
Insufficient 
land supply 

Highlights belief that high housing price is due to limited supply of 
land in Hong Kong. 

  

21 Market failure 
Means that the market cannot solve every housing problem, 
especially the housing problem of lower class young people. 
Increase in production cost due to house price increase. 

  

22 

Dialectical 
interaction of 
personal effort 
and structural 

constraints 

Means that housing problem should not be simply described as lack 
of either personal effort or due to societal causes. 

  

23 
Upward 
mobility 

Establishes relationship between social mobility and housing. 
Assumes that with possibility of upward social mobility, young 
people have higher chances to move toward homeownership. 

  

24 
Downward 

mobility 

Conflicts with (20) Upward mobility 
Younger generation have limited opportunities so they cannot move 
up social ladder or move downwards 

  

25 
Discrimination 
of young people 

Means government discriminates young people by imposing 
unfavourable targeted policy measures. 

  

26 
Government 

responsibilities 
Means that government is expect to work in certain way to fulfil 
stakeholder expectations. 

  

27 Political tool Means that housing policy is a tool for political purposes.   

Total 9 11 
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Appendix VII. Brief History of Hong Kong Housing 
Development 
 

This section is a list of Hong Kong Housing development, it consists of the 

major policy change between 1954 and 2014.  

Date  Housing policy Type of 
housing  

Remarks/source  

16 Dec 2014 Long Term Housing Strategy: Implementation 
Milestones 

Housing 
policy 

Transport and 
Housing Bureau 

22 Feb 2014 2012 Stamp Duty (Amendment) Bill passed Housing 
policy 

Press releases 22 
Feb 2014 

17 Feb 2014 Long Term Housing Strategy Report on Public 
Consultation 

Housing 
policy 

Press releases 17 
Feb 2014 

Sep-Dec 2013 Public consultation on LTHS Housing 
policy 

Press releases 3 
Sep 2013 

Apr 2013 Various provisions in the Residential Properties 
(First-hand Sales) Ordinance will come into 
effect on April 2. They include provisions on 
the commencement day, interpretation of the 
Ordinance, and the provision for the Secretary 
for Transport and Housing (STH) to appoint 
public officers to be responsible for, and assist 
in, implementing the Ordinance. 

Private  Press releases 1 
Feb 2013 

Feb 2013 New Measures to Address the Overheated 
Property Market 

Private Legislative Council

Jan 2013  Extending the Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) 
Secondary Market to White Form (WF) Buyers, 
with a quota of 5 000 

HOS Press releases 2 Jan 
2013 

26 Oct 2012 Adjustments to the Special Stamp Duty (SSD) 
and introduction of BSD: all non-HKPRs 
(including local and overseas companies) have 
to pay the newly introduced Buyer's Stamp 
Duty (BSD) for residential properties acquired 
on or after October 27, 2012. 

Private  Press releases 30 
Oct 2013/ Panel 
paper of Policy 
address 2013 

30 August 
2012 

all units of Greenview Villa, the first project 
under the original My Home Purchase Plan 
(MHPP) of the HKHS, would be offered for sale 
to respond to the public request of 
homeownership by increasing the supply of 
subsidised sale flats. 

MHPP Panel paper of 
Policy address 
2013 

6 July 2012 Residential Properties (First-hand Sales) 
Ordinance 

Private Transport and 
Housing Bureau 

13 Mar 2012 Report on Public Consultation on the Proposed 
Legislation to Regulate the Sale of First-Hand 
Residential Properties 

Private Transport and 
Housing Bureau 

Mar 2012 PRH Waiting List income and asset limits for 
2012/13, with an average increase of 7.7% and 
5.3% respectively over those of 2011/12. 

PRH 
income 
and asset 
limits 

HA annual report 

29 Nov 2011 Public Consultation on the Proposed Legislation 
to Regulate the Sale of First-Hand Residential 
Properties 

Private Transport and 
Housing Bureau 

Oct 2011 Report of the Steering Committee on the 
Regulation of Sale of First-Hand Residential 
Properties 

Private Transport and 
Housing Bureau 
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Oct 2011 2011/12 Policy Address gave the HA the task of 
implementing the New Home Ownership 
Scheme. The plan is to provide about 17 000 
flats over four years from 2016/17 onwards. 

HOS HA annual report 

Mar 2011 The income and asset limits for 2011/12 
increased by an average of 15.6% and 3.3% 
respectively as compared to 2010/11. 

PRH 
income 
and asset 
limits 

HA annual report 

Feb 2011 Urban Renewal Strategy Private Development 
Bureau 

Nov 2010 Special Stamp Duty (SSD) on residential 
properties to curb speculation. 

Private Press releases 1 19 
Nov 

Oct 2010 Urban Renewal Strategy Review Private Development 
Bureau 

Oct 2010 Endorsed a two-year programme for rectifying 
under-occupation of PRH flats: prioritise the 
handling of 3 000 serious cases in which tenants 
were occupying more than 34 square metres per 
person, with no elderly or disabled family 
members living with them. 

PRH 
policy 

HA annual report 

13 October 
2010 

Introduce “My Home Purchase Plan” MHPP 2010-11 Policy 
Address 

Jul 2010 an upward adjustment of public rental housing 
(PRH) rent by 4.68%. It was the first rent 
review held under the prevailing income-based 
rent adjustment mechanism which was 
introduced in 2008. 

PRH rent HA annual report 

Jun 2010  Report on Public Consultation on Subsidising 
Home Ownership 
3 200 flats were offered for sale under Phase 6 
of the Sale of Surplus Home Ownership Scheme 
Flats. 

HOS HA annual report 

Feb 2010 The increase in the Waiting List income and 
asset limits for 2010/11, by an average of 1.2% 
and 2.5% respectively over the 2009/10 limits, 

PRH 
income 
and asset 
limits 

HA annual report 

Oct 2009 HOS Flats Phase 5 was launched on 30 October. 
A total of 
1 392 flats were offered for sale. 

HOS HA annual report 

Mar 2009 Taking the results of our HOS Phase 4 sale and 
the worldwide economic downturn into 
consideration, the SHC approved the sale of the 
next batch of surplus HOS flats, consisting of 1 
393 units, in the fourth quarter of 2009. 

HOS HA annual report 

Mar 2009 New income and asset limits for 2009/10, which 
will increase by an average of 3.3% and 0.6% 
respectively. 

PRH 
income 
and asset 
limits 

HA annual report 

Oct 2008 PRH applicants living with at least one elderly 
relative would be given a six-month credit in 
their waiting time. 

PRH 
policy 

HA annual report 

Sep 2008  A total of 3 221 flats were offered under the 
Sale of Surplus Home Ownership Scheme 
(HOS) Flats Phase 4. 

HOS HA annual report 

July 2008  Review on the Urban Renewal Strategy Private Development 
Bureau 

Feb 2008 A total of 3052 flats were offered under the Sale 
of Surplus Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) 

HOS HA annual report 
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Flats Phase 3. 
Aug 2007 A total of 3255 flats were offered under the Sale 

of Surplus Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) 
Flats Phase 2. 

HOS HA annual report 

Jun 2007 The Housing (Amendment) Ordinance 2007, 
which introduced a new income-based rent 
adjustment mechanism for PRH, was passed by 
the Legislative Council. 

PRH 
policy 

HA annual report 

May 2007 Foster harmonious families “Aging in place”: 
priority schemes for PRH applications, flat 
transfers, addition of household members, and 
the amalgamation of tenancies 

PRH 
policy 

HA annual report 

Mar 2007 Upward adjustment to the Waiting List income 
and asset limits for 2007/08 by an average of 
5.2% and 1.8% respectively. 

PRH 
income 
and asset 
limits 

HA annual report 

Jan 2007 A total of 3056 flats were offered under the Sale 
of Surplus Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) 
Flats Phase 1. 

HOS HA annual report 

Nov 2006 Report on the Review of Domestic Rent Policy PRH 
policy 

HA web: public 
housing 
development 

Mar 2006 Upward adjustment to the Waiting List income 
and asset limits for 2006/07 by an average of 
2.7% and 1.7% respectively. 

PRH 
income 
and asset 
limits 

HA annual report 

9 March 2006 Review of Domestic Rent Policy: consultation 
paper 

PRH 
policy 

HA web: Review 
of Domestic Rent 
Policy 

Dec 2005 Relax the Rent Assistance Scheme (RAS) for 
PRH tenants with financial hardship. The 
rent-to-income ratio was lowered from 
exceeding 25% to exceeding 20%. A tenant is 
also eligible for assistance if his monthly 
income is below 60% of the waiting list income 
limit. 

PRH 
policy 

HA annual report 

Sep 2005 A Quota and Points System was set up for 
non-elderly one-persons applying for PRH with 
a view to according priority to applicants of 
higher age 

PRH 
policy 

HA web: public 
housing 
development 

Aug 2005 A total of 23290 flats were offered under the 
Sale of Tenants Purchase Scheme (TPS) Phase 
6B. 

TPS HA annual report 

May 2005 HA decided to allow HOS and TPS flat owners 
to pay premium after the lapse of the first 
two-year alienation period. The new 
arrangement would also increase the mobility of 
the property market 

HOS/TPS HA annual report 

Mar 2005 Adjust upward the income limits for Waiting 
List applicants by an average of 1.8% for 2005/ 
06, the first increase in six years. The SHC also 
decided to set the asset limits for elderly 
households at two times the asset limits for 
non-elderly applicants. 

PRH 
income 
and asset 
limits 

HA annual report 

July 2004 Landlord and Tenant (Consolidation) 
(Amendment) Ordinance 2004 

Private Rating & 
Valuation 
Department 

July 2004 The Home Assistance Loan Scheme was HALS HA annual report 
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terminated in line with the repositioned policy 
to provide 
subsidized rental housing to low-income 
families in need, minimize market intervention 
and maintain 
a fair and stable operating environment. 

Mar 2004  The HA endorsed a more targeted approach in 
conducting its rent review in pursuance of the 
order of the Court of First Instance, whereby the 
rents of households receiving Comprehensive 
Social Security Assistance would be waived and 
rents of the other households would be reduced 
across the board by 10% should the HA lose the 
appeals in respect of the judicial review cases 

PRH 
policy 

HA annual report 

Nov 2003 Due to over-subscription, the HA decided to 
close the application for the Home Assistance 
Loan Scheme with immediate effect, pending a 
separate review on the scheme. Applications 
already received would be processed until the 
exhaustion of the 10 000 quota for 2003/04. 

HALS HA annual report 

Oct 2003 Government Announce Measures to 
Consolidate Prevailing Housing Policy 

Housing 
policy 

Gov’t Press 
Release 

Apr 2003 Landlord and Tenant (Consolidation) Ordinance 
(Cap.7) Security of Tenure and Related 
Provisions - Result of Consultation Exercise 

Housing 
policy 

Housing, Planning 
& Lands Bureau 

Jan 2003 Consultation Paper - Landlord and Tenant 
(Consolidation) Ordinance (Cap.7) Security of 
Tenure 

Private  

Jan 2003 The new Home Assistance Loan Scheme was 
launched to replace the HA’s Home Purchase 
Loan Scheme and the Housing Society’s Home 
Starter Loan Scheme. 

HALS HA annual report 

Nov 2002 The HA endorsed the measures in the Statement 
on Housing Policy, which included cessation of 
the production and sale of Home Ownership 
Scheme (HOS) and Private Sector Participation 
Scheme flats, as well as the sale of PRH flats 
under the Tenant Purchase Scheme after Phase 
6. 

HOS/ 
PSPS/ 
TPS 

HA annual report 

Jun 2002 The Government published the Report on the 
Review of the Institutional Framework for 
Public Housing (RIFPH). 

Housing 
policy 

HA annual report 

July 2001 Urban Renewal Strategy: Public Consultation Private Planning and 
Lands Bureau 

Apr 2000 the Sales Descriptions of Uncompleted  
Residential Properties Bill: Consultation Paper 

Private Housing Bureau 

Oct 1999 Urban Renewal Authority Bill: Consultation Private Planning, 
Environment and 
Lands Bureau 

1998 A White Paper on Long Term Housing Strategy 
in Hong Kong 

Housing 
policy 

Housing Bureau 

1998 Report on Major Comments Received on Long 
Term Housing Strategy Review Consultative 
Document 

Housing 
policy 

Housing Bureau 

1997 Long Term Housing Strategy Review 
Consultative Document 

Housing 
policy 

Housing Bureau 

1997 Long Term Housing Strategy Review 
Consultative Document 

Housing 
policy 

Housing Bureau 
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1996 A Consultative Digest on the Review 1996 
Territorial Development Strategy 

Housing 
policy 

Planning, 
Environment and 
Lands Bureau 

1996 Urban Renewal in Hong Kong Private Planning, 
Environment and 
Lands Bureau 

1996 Safeguarding Rational Allocation of Public 
Housing Resources: Report on Final 
Recommendations 

PRH HA webpage 

1996 Report on the Review of Home Ownership 
Schemes 

HOS HA webpage 

Dec 1995 Safeguarding Rational Allocation of Public 
Housing Resources: Consultation Document 

PRH HA webpage 

1995 Urban Renewal in Hong Kong Private Planning, 
Environment and 
Lands Bureau 

1994 Long Term Housing Strategy - Final Report on 
the Mid-Term Review 

Housing 
policy 

HA webpage 

1993 Long Term Housing Strategy - A Report on the 
Mid-Term Review 

Housing 
policy 

HA webpage 

1992 Ad Hoc Committee to Review The Housing 
Subsidy Policy: Consultation Document 

Housing 
policy 

HA webpage 

1992 Report on the Review of Schemes to Promote 
Home Ownership 

Housing 
policy 

HA webpage 

1990 Report of the Ad Hoc Committee to Review 
Domestic Rent Policy & Allocation Standards 

PRH HA webpage 

1987 Long Term Housing Strategy: A Policy 
Statement 

Housing 
policy 

HA webpage 

1986 Report of the Committee on Housing Subsidy to 
Tenants of Public Housing 

PRH HA webpage 

1985 Green Paper on Housing Subsidy to tenants of 
Public Housing (Report to Housing Authority 
on Public Consultation) 

PRH HA webpage 

1985 Green Paper on Housing Subsidy to tenants of 
Public Housing 

PRH HA webpage 

1984 A Review of Public Housing Allocation 
Policies: A Consultative Document 

PRH HA webpage 

1964 Review of Policies for Squatter Control, 
Resettlement and Government Low-cost 
Housing 

PRH HA webpage 

1978 Invited Private sector to participate in building 
of HOS flat under the Private Sector 
Participation Scheme 

Housing 
policy 

HA webpage 

1976 Implement the Home Ownership Scheme HOS HA webpage 
1972 Announced a Ten-year Housing Programme PRH HA webpage 
1964 The Temporary Housing Scheme was launched PRH HA webpage 
1954 first resettlement estate in Shek Kip Mei PRH HA webpage 
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