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Abstract

The importance of safe and stable housing for individual and community
wellbeing is widely acknowledged. However, for the one third of Americans who rent
their homes, housing-related stress and precarity (residential alienation) may undermine
stability and a sense of home. Rent control is perhaps the most well-known tenant
protection policy in the United States, but it remains highly controversial and its efficacy
has been debated for decades. This research is the first academic inquiry to examine the
policy through the experience of residents of rent-controlled housing. In academic
discourse dominated by quantitative inquiry from the discipline of economics, this study
contributes a qualitative, micro-level perspective that is critically missing from our
understanding of the policy.

Santa Monica, California is known nationally as an exemplar of strong rent
control and a pro-tenant local government. Over forty years after the implementation of
rent control it also has some of the highest market rents in the region. This case study
draws on a number of theoretical constructs to explore the extent to which residents of
rent-controlled housing in Santa Monica experience dwelling/at-homeness in their home
environments, and the nexus between these experiences and tenant protections like rent
control. I synthesize findings from 30 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with Santa
Monica renters with archival media articles, interviews with tenant lawyers and City
staff, City documents and multifamily housing industry materials. My findings confirm
many of the positive policy outcomes that renters have described for decades, while

simultaneously illustrating the detrimental effects of state-level legal loopholes on



participants’ ontological security. Along with several other policy recommendations, this
study points to the urgent need to close these loopholes by repealing Costa Hawkins and
the Ellis Act. On a larger scale, it articulates the irreconcilable tension between housing
as home and as a commodity investment vehicle, pointing toward a need for a de-

commodified housing system.
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Preface

Initiation Song From The Finder’s Lodge

Please bring strong things.

Please come bringing new things.

Let very old things come into your hands.

Let what you do not know come into your eyes.

Let desert sand harden your feet.

Let the arch of your feet be the mountains.

Let the paths of your fingertips be your maps

And the ways you go be the lines on your palms.

Let there be deep snow in your inbreathing

And your outbreath be of shining ice.

May your mouth contain the shapes of strange words.
May you smell food cooking you have not eaten.
May the spring of a foreign river be your navel.

May your soul be at home where there are no houses.
Walk carefully, well loved one,

Walk mindfully, well loved one,

Walk fearlessly, well loved one.

Return with us, return to us,

Be always coming home.

-Ursula K. Le Guin, Always Coming Home (1985)
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Chapter One: Introduction

It is high summer, and Santa Monica’s Ocean Front Walk is thronged with people
of all ages, races and ethnicities, clad in everything from bikinis to burkas. Walking the
length of the path, you might hear a dozen languages spoken, as tourists and locals blend
together, gliding by on bikes, rollerblades and skates, Segways, wheelchairs and
skateboards; running, walking and occasionally breakdancing. From a row of
immaculately restored classic cars in the parking lot - their suspensions lowered as far as
they can conceivably go - emits the sweet sounds of Art Leboe’s golden oldies, piped
through a stereo system with a serious subwoofer. The Ferris wheel spins on the pier, and
perhaps you hear carousel music spilling softly out of the historic Looff Hippodrome. In
the distance the ocean shimmers, stretching endlessly to the horizon line, dotted with tiny
sails and the shapes of surfers in their wetsuits. Palm trees sway in the coastal breeze,
their fronds making a rushing water sound like the inside of a shell, as the smell of
creosote from the pier fills the air (see Figure 1).

Two miles east, school is out for the summer at John Adams Middle School, but
the pergola outside the cafeteria is buzzing with activity as people arrive for the annual
Santa Monicans for Renters Rights (SMRR) convention. This year members will hear
candidate speeches and arguments for and against various ballot measures, before casting
their votes for who will receive the organization’s coveted endorsements. At stake this
year are seats on City Council, the Rent Control Board and the School Board. At the door
volunteers offer stickers and literature to support various candidates, while old friends
greet each other warmly. Inside the cafeteria a few hundred Santa Monicans sit in folding

chairs, converse with each other and cast their votes. The candidates emphasize their



connections to the city; attending public schools, legacy small family businesses, length
of tenure, and above all, their loyalty to SMRR and its ideals. Long-time SMRR leaders
and volunteers circulate through the crowd making sure everything is running smoothly,
and occasionally making announcements in front of the room. There is a general spirit of
camaraderie and familiarity, and the occasional quip from the crowd provokes a wave of
chuckles.

A motion to consider endorsing Proposition 10 is introduced by SMRR co-chair
Denny Zane. This California ballot initiative would enable Santa Monica to return its rent
control law to something closer to its original form. A motion in support from a woman
named Sylvia lists the many reasons why strengthening and expanding the existing law is
crucial. Jay provides a counterpoint, arguing that it will only worsen the housing
affordability crisis by forcing landlords to take their properties off the market. The
motion to support Proposition 10 then goes to a vote, as someone yells out “the rents are
too damn high!” and the crowd cheers. Members vote ‘yes’ or ‘no’ by raising red cards,
and Zane declares, “the ‘ayes’ have it, SMRR will endorse Prop 10.”"

This convention has taken place every year since SMRR took over the city’s
government in 1979, with a series of dramatic electoral victories that made headlines
nationwide. This tiny revolution not only brought strict rent control to the small coastal
city that was 81% renters at the time it began, but was also the catalyst for a holistic
progressive vision and a new era of participatory democracy and civic engagement in the

city. Forty years later, Santa Monica is probably better known within the Los Angeles

! This vignette of the 2018 SMRR convention was created from several recordings and my memory of the
event.
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area for its expansive public beach, pier amusement park, and astronomical rents. Yet for
the thousands of Santa Monica residents who are able to remain in their homes by the
good graces of the city’s tenant protections and resources, SMRR’s legacy remains
integral to their continued residency. One of the underlying questions implied in
conducting this research is, to what extent does this vision endure forty years on, and did

it accomplish what it set out to do?

Figure 1: Looking westward from Bernard Way




1.1 Overview

The importance of safe and stable housing for mental health, physical health and
general wellbeing is widely acknowledged. In addition to positive outcomes for
individuals and households, housing stability is also considered to foster strong and
vibrant communities. However, one third of Americans rent their homes, and many renter
households experience housing-related stress due to a range of factors. These include
inequitable relationships with landlords or property managers, unregulated rents, poor
housing conditions, and the threat of eviction without cause. In light of this, households
residing in localities with stronger tenant protections may experience the positive
outcomes of safe and stable housing, without as much of the precarity and other stressors
that characterize the experience of renting. In the long term these outcomes might include
the ability for renters to remain in a gentrified neighborhood they would otherwise be
priced-out of; increased personal opportunity (such as career or educational paths);
deeper connections to their communities; more equitable relationships with their
landlords and property managers; protection from evictions and an overall sense of
stability in their housing. At the same time, protections intended to support renters might
also fall short of their intended effects due to inadequate enforcement resources, unclear
guidelines and other deficiencies.

This case study focuses on the experiences of low- and middle-income
households who reside in rent-controlled private market housing in Santa Monica,
California. After Santa Monica voters enacted one of the strongest rent control

ordinances in the country in 1979, the city has been studied as an exemplary case of a



pro-tenant government with bold progressive policy (Shearer, 1982; Capek &
Gilderbloom, 1992; Heskin, 1983; Levine, Grigsby & Heskin, 1990). At the same time,
deregulation legislation at the state level, combined with intense speculative behavior in
the local real estate market, has seriously eroded the radical potential of the city’s original
policy, and by extension possibly much of its progressive community vision (Heskin et
al., 2000; Kamel, 2012; Chaves Fonseca, 2018). Though Santa Monica continues to have
tenant protections and resources far beyond those of most urban areas, and the tenant
lobby held majority power in city government for most of the past four decades, the
rental housing market is also one of the most expensive in the United States (Casuso,
2019). As such, the contemporary city is one in which low- and moderate-income
residents live in below-market housing alongside affluent - and often transient -
millennials working in the tech and entertainment sectors, in a community that is
bifurcated along socioeconomic lines.

My research is situated around two overarching questions, and a third pertinent to
the time period. First, I use the conceptual frameworks of dwelling (Saegert, 1986)
residential alienation (Madden & Marcuse, 2018) and place alienation (Tuttle, 2021)
(added in analysis) to understand the extent to which individuals feel ‘at home’ or not ‘at
home’ in their home environments in Santa Monica. This entails examining aspects of the
participant’s relationship with their home environment on multiple scales (residence,
block, neighborhood) to articulate their holistic relationship to place. Second, I explore
the nexus of these experiences with Santa Monica’s tenant protection policies,

infrastructure, and resources?. These protections include rent control, ‘just-cause’ eviction

2 Henceforward referred to as “tenant protections”



policy, anti-harassment legislation, mediation programs, tenant education resources and
support offered by various city agencies. They also include policies specific to the
COVID pandemic, such as local and statewide eviction moratoriums, arrearage
repayment periods and rental assistance. In the course of analysis I also identified the
importance of additional factors, including the rental/real estate market, local
sociopolitical ideology about renting, and the personality and business model of the
landlord or property manager. Lastly, because this research took place during the second
year of the COVID-19 pandemic, it presented an opportunity to further examine how
these extraordinary circumstances impact residents’ relationships with their home
environments, and the relationship to policy. Thus the third research question asks how
the residential experience has changed since the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The primary data source is 30 in-depth, semi-structured interviews. These
interviews are supported by an historical review of relevant policymaking in the study
area; summaries of government resources and tenant education materials; a review of two
years of the landlord industry publication, Apartment Age; and interviews with tenant
attorneys, advocates and City staff. The theoretical proposition of the research posits that
households which fall under the purview of stronger tenant protections may experience
positive effects in the inverse of the typical residential experience for renters in America,
including:

The ability to remain in a gentrifying neighborhood long term
Freedom to invest time and resources in personalizing the home
Increased personal capacity and opportunity

Deeper connections to the community and neighbors

More equitable relationships with property managers and landlords
Sense of stability

Sustainable housing cost increases

AT Ao e



My research questions explore participant experiences, interpretation of experiences, and
subsequent behaviors:
1. To what extent do renters experience feeling ‘at home’ (dwelling) or ‘not
at home’ (residential alienation), and what factors contribute to those
experiences?
2. What is the nexus between those experiences and tenant protections?
1. Does knowledge and/or deployment of protections contribute
to a sense of stability and dwelling?
2. Do tenant protections result in material outcomes that
contribute to a sense of stability and dwelling?
3. Are these protections or their outcomes a consideration in
behaviors like caretaking the home and community
engagement?
3. How have these experiences changed since the advent of the COVID-19
pandemic?
In asking these questions I seek to understand the holistic residential experience in this
tenure and context, and its relationship to policy. While not generalizable in the sense of
an experimental design, findings about these questions provide insight about these
policies and the residential experience that may be applicable to other locales. Though
not the main focus of the research, these questions also point to an overarching question

of whether Santa Monica’s pro-renter policies have been effective, and by extension, the

extent to which its progressive vision endures.

1.2 Renting in a homeowner society

Throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, cultural ideology
around the value of homeownership and the policies that support it have been mutually
reinforcing in a number of nations (Ronald, 2008; Stone, 1986). In the United States,

neoliberal rhetoric positions the owner-occupied house as means of stability, status, and



wealth accumulation (Saegert, Fields & Libman, 2009). Accordingly, the federal
government has invested heavily in promoting ownership, with the mortgage interest tax
write-off reaching hundreds of billions each year by entitlement (Krueckeberg, 1999).
For many households, especially low-income ones, owning a home will be their only
form of equity, and it is widely accepted as one of the most reliable ways to invest capital
and pass on generational wealth (Wegmann, Schafran & Pfeiffer, 2017).

However, homeownership is also subject to vulnerabilities and risk, as illustrated
by the subprime mortgage crisis and ensuing foreclosure epidemic (Wegmann, et al.,
2017; Ehlenz, 2014). Thus the federal government’s prioritization of homeownership as a
form of residential tenure is not driven by proven positive outcomes as much as by its
role within the political economy, and by its symbolic relationship with American
individualism. To this point, Aalbers & Christophers (2014) write, “The fetishization of
the ideology not only of private property but also of wealth-accumulation and markets is,
of course, writ large in the political project of expanding homeownership” (p 385). They
argue that there is nothing intrinsically superior about the tenure, but rather its advantages
stem from its institutional and cultural valorization at the expense of other tenures.
Andre, Dewilde & Luijkx (2017) address the socially-constructed nature of tenure
superiority in their study of four different national housing regimes. They find that tenure
structures result directly from “ideologically driven power relations underlying
qualitatively different institutional arrangement between states, markets and families” (p
246).

Meanwhile, renting continues to be stigmatized, which often means tenants must

fight for their rights - which lie in opposition to and even threaten those of private



property (Heskin, 1983) - without the support of their homeowner neighbors. Given the
primacy of homeownership, Goetz & Sidney (1994) argue that “tenants have occupied a
precarious social and political position in the US...[because] tax and property laws
disadvantage renters, while public policy is often made in deference to owners of
property” (p 321). In his study of the California rent control movement, Heskin (1983)
characterized the homeowner ideology as “possessive individualism,” wherein the self is
defined through ownership. Though identity can certainly be expressed through a wide
range of products in our world of consumer commaodities, there is arguably no other form
of ownership as prestigious and symbolic as the home. And as the “unpropertied in a
society in which property is central” (ibid, p xi), Heskin argues that tenants are essentially
viewed as failed yeoman farmers, who are either in their unfortunate situation because
they are lazy, or because they are inept. This perception of character deficiency is
expressed in public discourse (Vale, 2000), as well as in renters’ relationships with
homeowners, neighborhood associations, the state, and of course, landlords. In a system
that privileges property owners, Shlay (2015) sums up fundamental structural inequities
and their implications:

“Through policies around homeownership and rental housing, U.S.

housing policy continues to wreak havoc with the application of core

American values such as equal opportunity, social tolerance, and beliefs in

cultural pluralism. While laws such as fair housing or community

reinvestment attempt to correct for specific problems in the housing

market, it is the overall organization of the housing market, not occasional

economic aberrations or market failure, that works to increase economic

inequality and reduce people’s opportunities for economic success” (p

561).

This dynamic can also create a schism along housing tenure lines in

neighborhoods and cities (Rollwagen, 2014), where renters are perceived as less



upstanding and fully invested citizens and stakeholders (Ronald, 2008; Saegert, et al.,
2009) by homeowners and policymakers alike. Though it is widely accepted in the
community engagement literature that homeowners participate in community groups at
significantly higher levels than renters, scholars have advanced a multitude of (sometimes
conflicting) theories to explain this phenomenon. Some prominent variables identified, in
addition to type of tenure, are the presence of children in the household (Cox, 1982;
Carson, Chappel & Dujela, 2010), education level (McCabe (2013), income (Ronald,
2008; McCabe 2013), and gender (Carson et al., 2010). The complexity of various
contexts and lack of consensus on motivation led Ronald (2008) to conclude that “data on
homeowner activism remains generally inconsistent and the rationalizations and
sociopolitical responses of homeowners are varied” (p 34). Moreover, Aalbers &
Christophers (2014) argue that the beneficial participation outcomes of homeownership
do not arise from the tenure itself, but rather as a consequence of “the political project of
pushing homeownership at the expense of other tenures” (p 385). In other words, higher
levels of participation stem from the ways in which homeownership is culturally
connected with full citizen status, which is communicated by the differential levels of
support the state offers to homeowners.

Several studies suggest that low renter participation is connected to this dynamic,
and in particular, the schism between renters and homeowner perceptions of stakeholder
status. Goetz & Sidney (1994) uncovered a revanchist mentality at least partially
motivated by maintaining property values amongst inner-city homeowners in majority-
renter neighborhoods in the Twin Cities, who galvanized in opposition to affordable
housing developments. Carson et al. (2010) found significant differences in the way

10



renters and homeowners perceived renters’ place attachment, as well as a correlation
between homeownership and feelings of influence and self-efficacy in making change.
Similarly, Hooper & Cadstedt’s (2014) research on participatory planning in Tanzania
discovered that “renters were unwilling and often unable to participate due to
perceptions, held by themselves and others, of renter transience and inconsequentiality”
(p 25). This was a mutually reinforcing process, where perceptions of renters led to their
interests being ignored, which made them disinclined to participate, and further
marginalized their status in the process. These findings suggest renters may not be
participating in neighborhood associations because they do not feel that they have full
stakeholder status. Additionally, the constant precarity experienced by many renters in
the United States, due in part to the (mostly) minimal legal protections afforded them,
likely plays a role in deciding not to invest time and emotional energy in one’s

community.

1.3 Rent control

Rent control policies in the United States have proliferated in urban areas
throughout the twentieth century. They continue to be highly controversial among the
real estate industry and conservative thinkers, and simultaneously at the forefront of
housing justice advocacy worldwide. The country’s first real rent control policy, the
Emergency Rent Laws, was introduced in 1920 in New York City, in response to
extensive tenant organizing around the post-World War I housing shortage. It was
eventually lifted in 1929 despite protest, after several extensions (Spencer, 1986). During

World War II the federal government enacted the first and only national rent control law,
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to address the nationwide decline in housing construction, combined with urban
migration of defense workers. The Emergency Price Control Act of 1942 established the
Office of Price Administration (OPA), which had the power to open local offices that
could elect to freeze rents. Faced with significant opposition from the landlord industry, it
ended in 1950 (Naison, 1986).

Today over 200 municipalities have some form of rent control (Gilderbloom,
2008), and both California and Oregon have moderate versions of the policy at the state
level. New York City has had rent control since the implementation of the World War II
act, but legislation in other jurisdictions was introduced in the late twentieth century
through the present. Though there are many different incarnations both within the US and
worldwide, the universal characteristics are 1. limits on rent increases, 2. limits on ‘no
cause’ evictions, and 3. more stringent maintenance standards (Gilderbloom & Ye, 2008).
There are a myriad of exceptions for each of these aspects, which vary by locale
(Ambrosius, Gilderbloom, Steele, Meares & Keating, 2015). For example, Oregon allows
for no-cause (or ‘no-fault’) eviction if the owner or a family member intends to move into
the residence, and there is not a similar dwelling available on the same property (Bach,
2019), whereas San Francisco requires proof that the move actually occurred.

What Gilderbloom & Ye (2008) refer to as ‘first-generation’ rent control is
characterized by much stricter limitations on rent increases, including total rent freezes,
as was permitted by the wartime policies. The ‘second generation’ rent control policies
introduced in various jurisdictions in the 1970s “differed significantly from the first-
generation rent control policies because they were seen as moderate as opposed to
restrictive” (ibid, p 208). Of these 1970s policies, they characterize some versions as a
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third form of the policy: ‘strong rent control’. This incarnation was found in three
California cities (Santa Monica, Berkeley, and West Hollywood), and 1. allowed for
increases substantially lower than the Consumer Price Index (CPI), 2. prohibited any
form of vacancy-decontrol (which enables the landlord to raise the rent to market rates
between tenancies, and 3. had tenant-majority rent boards to administer the law.

These ‘strong rent control’ policies were weakened by California state law in the
1990s. However, other countries and cities are continuing to implement more progressive
policies. In response to massive tenant protests, Berlin passed a five-year rent freeze in
2019 that applied to 1.5 million homes (Knight, 2019) and limited upscaling through
renovation, which has been a common tactic to raise once-affordable rents over the past
decade (Fields & Uffer, 2016). However, in April 2021 Berlin’s rent control law was
overturned by a national court, which ruled that it was unconstitutional. After more than a
decade of weakening protections, renters in New York State achieved a major victory
with the passage of the Housing Stability and Tenants’ Protections Act. The legislation
addressed the impending expiration of state rent control law and closed a number of
problematic loopholes. These include ending high-rent vacancy deregulation, adding
protections against unnecessary major capital improvements, and individual apartment
improvements. As in California, these landlord tactics have been incentivized by vacancy
decontrol, as a means of removing the current tenant in order to charge more rent. State
lawmakers also implemented legislation that enables other jurisdictions to adopt rent
control policies (Pitt, 2019).

The COVID-19 era has seen a continuation of what might be called the ‘third
wave’ of rent control policies in the United States and beyond. In November 2021, Voters
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in St. Paul, Minnesota approved what Gilderbloom & Ye (2008) would call ‘strong rent
control’, which includes vacancy control - limiting rent increases between tenancies to
3% - and does not exclude new buildings or properties owned by ‘mom and pop’
landlords. When implemented, it will be the strongest rent control law in the United
States. Minneapolis voters also approved a ballot measure to authorize City Council to
develop a rent control policy; voters in Santa Ana, California passed a rent control
initiative in October of 2021; and newly elected Boston Mayor Michelle Wu included

rent control in her campaign platform (O’Donnell, 2021).

1.4 Sociology of Residence and philosophy of research

Academic research continues to play a central role in the ongoing debate about
rent control. For example, the City of Minneapolis commissioned a report about the
impacts of rent control policies in other cities from the University of Minnesota’s Center
for Urban and Regional Affairs, helmed by housing scholar Edward Goetz. However, the
vast majority of research on rent control comes from the field of economics and is thus
situated within a market-based framework which views housing as a consumer good.
This discourse considers aspects like supply and demand, housing affordability, housing
misallocation, deterioration of rental stock, fiscal impacts on the tax base, and housing
availability (Sturtevant, 2018). Additionally, like most research, it is the product of
money, power and ideology embedded in universities and research centers, and “is not a
neutral field of study carried out by dispassionate academics” (Gilderbloom & Ye, 2008,
p 67). To this end, Kemeny (1988) applies the constructivist perspective from the

sociology of science to point to the presence of dominant paradigms and hegemonic
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ideologies in housing studies. Given that “the battle over rent control is often over which
study is right and which study is wrong,” (Gilderbloom & Ye, 2008, p 68) the stakes are
high, and can have real impact on the lives of millions.

My research offers a different approach, by pivoting focus to the lived
experiences of residents. This epistemological orientation answers Kemeny’s call for a
‘sociology of residence’, rather than ‘housing’. In his seminal book, Housing and Social
Theory (1992), he critiques the housing research field for its “subject-fixated approach,”
which he describes as “a sterile and limited empirical focus, concentrating on analyzing
the housing market and housing policy” (p 34). Furthermore, he worries that the
institutionalization of power structures in the field will lead to an entrenchment of this
“unreflexive empirical study in abstraction from society as a whole” (p xvi). This
conceptual distinction of a ‘sociology of residence’ shifts the emphasis of housing studies
from the physical structure itself to residential experience, by deploying theoretical
frameworks found in social science disciplines like sociology and community
psychology.

Accordingly, my research is not concerned with housing market economics,
policy comparison, or other macro-level forms of analysis. Rather, it takes up an
‘occupant-centered view’ (Wegmann, et al. 2017) of housing in order to understand
tenants’ lived experiences and how they relate to policy and other external factors. This
research also embraces the Los Angeles Tenants” Union’s call for centering the tenant
rather than the physical housing itself (Rosenthal, 2018), by positioning them in this
study as the true experts on the topic. The framing and emphasis is also a political
statement about the state of academic discourse around rent control in specific, and rental
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housing more generally. As Kemeny (1992) wrote, “Science is not a neutral and purely
cerebral exercise. It must rather be understood as a socially embedded act in which
involvement and detachment interfold in complex ways” (p xviii). As a renter and
renters’ rights activist born and raised in Santa Monica, I recognize that my positionality

is inextricable from my approach.

1.5 Research objectives and intended impacts

As Boot et al. (1995) write, “you have no research problem until you know the
cost of your incomplete knowledge or flawed understanding, a cost that you define in
terms of a yet greater ignorance or misunderstanding.” While there has been a wide array
of academic research about the material impacts of rent control on housing stock, rents
and other macro-level aspects, the literature is noticeably lacking in inquiry that examines
residents’ lived experience. Additionally, conducting research that looks at the tenant
experience both before and during the COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented
opportunity to examine how this type of crisis impacts households’ sense of home on a
granular level, and the role that emergency protections and already existing policies and
resources may or may not play in relation to it.

Answering Kemeny’s (1992) call for a ‘sociology of residence’, my research
draws from theoretical frameworks in environmental and community psychology,
sociology, and cultural geography to explore the nuances of individuals’ lived
experiences. The intention is to develop an understanding of the material conditions,
events, perceptions, interpretations, and subsequent behaviors of tenants living in market

rental housing with tenant protections, and how they relate to said protections. This is
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situated within scholarship that explores the nexus between tenure, wellbeing, and the
person-place relationship (Kearns, Hiscock, Ellaway & MaclIntyre, 2000; Hiscock,
Kearns, Maclntyre & Ellaway, 2001; Hackett, Saegert, Dozier & Marinova, 2019;
Saegert, Greer, Thaden & Anthony, 2015; Baxter, 2017; McKee, Soaita & Hoolachan,
2019, etc.). My findings reveal previously unexamined positive outcomes of tenant
protections that benefit both the individual household and the community as a whole, as
well as illustrations of the policy functioning in some of the more obvious ways (e.g.,
longevity of tenure). At the same time, there are a number of factors that undermine the
intended effects of these policies, and/or satisfaction with the home environment on
various scales. Overall, participants have strong attachments to their home environments,
and deploy a repertoire of coping strategies to maintain ‘ontological security’ (Giddens,
1991) - and by extension a state of dwelling - when faced with precarity and other
housing-related stress.

To return to Boot et al. (1995), the volume of what we do not know about
residents’ experience in rent-controlled housing is a critical knowledge gap for both
policymakers and tenant activists. As far as [ am aware, this is the first study to examine
the lived experience of those who reside in rent-controlled housing. The intended impact
of my research is to a. inform policy makers about how policy, infrastructure and
resources can better meet the needs of tenants, b. provide housing scholars with avenues
for further study on aspects of the tenant experience, and c. assist housing justice activists

in re-framing the debate from an economic to a resident-centered discourse.
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1.6 Dissertation overview

This document is organized in a sequence of literature review, research design,
contextual background drawn from supporting data, interview findings, discussion and
conclusion. Chapter Two offers a detailed review of the literature that is relevant to this
study. The first three sections outline the literature gap, with a review of scholarship on
rent control and on housing precarity among private market renters. I then provide an
overview of the ‘sociology of residence’ (Kemeny, 1992) approach, and cite a body of
literature on different forms of housing tenure that approaches the residential experience
from this general perspective. The second half of the chapter covers various theoretical
engagements the informed the research design and/or data analysis.

Chapter Three explains the research design, with sections on positionality,
epistemology, methodology and methods, participants and recruitment, conducting the
interviews, and analysis. Chapters Four and Five offer thick description of the study site
gleaned from the supporting data sources. This is consistent with the case study
methodology, which is selected when asking questions where the boundaries between a
phenomenon and its context are unclear (Yin, 2003). A rich situating of the phenomenon
in its context is also necessary in that housing and the residential experience is
“embedded within wider social, political and economic relations that stretch beyond and
influence how it is understood and experienced” (Cheshire et al. (2021). In other words,
the extent to which one feels at home in their residence/neighborhood/city is informed by
factors on multiple scales — some of which may even be unknown to the individual.

Accordingly, and in line with the ‘secure occupancy’ framework that will be

discussed in Chapter Two, Chapter Four provides important contextual foundations that
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illustrate facets one (sociopolitical ideology about renting) and three (sociolegal tenant
protection landscape) of Group One of the factors that inform dwelling (see Figure 2
below). Similarly, Chapter Five offers context for facets two (rental and real estate
market) and four (landlord and property manager: personality and business model). Both
chapters include themes and hypothesis drawn from the supporting data about what I
thought I might find in analyzing the primary data.

Chapters Six and Seven present findings from the primary data, interviews with
30 Santa Monica renters. Chapter Six explores different facets and scales of participants’
place relationship, which are represented on the concept map (Figure 2) as Group Two
factors. Chapter Seven identifies elements of security, insecurity and residential
alienation in the home, which are created through the Group One factors explored in
Chapters Four and Five. Chapter Eight discusses the key findings of the study, which are
synthesized from themes identified in the supporting data and the interview findings. This
triangulation ultimately informed creation of the concept map, which was not theorized
previously. The dissertation concludes with Chapter Nine, which offers policy
recommendations, suggestions for future research, and remarks about the research’s

significance and application to other settings.
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Chapter Two: Literature

This research draws on several different theoretical strands to examine the
intersection of the person-place relationship with policy, infrastructure and
enforcement/education resources. This includes literature on housing instability,
ontological security, place attachment, community attachment, dwelling, residential
alienation, secure occupancy, power dynamics within landlord-tenant relationships, and
rent control. This chapter begins by situating my research in the literature and identifying
several gaps. It then offers an overview of relevant literature and key theoretical

constructs that informed my research design and/or analysis.

2.1 Negative impacts of housing insecurity and other housing-related stress

Due to externalities like wage stagnation, weak tenant protections, and a lack of
safe and affordable homes, renters in homeowner societies experience higher levels of
forced mobility than homeowners. This precarity exists in tandem with a number of other
stressors associated with lack of control over housing quality, management and cost. In
their research on risk and security in the United Kingdom’s rental housing market, Baxter
(2017) found widespread involuntary mobility among renter households. They concluded
that the “experience of such precariousness has a notable impact on the experience of
private renting and the extent to which individuals feel ‘at home’ in the tenure” (p 2).
Similarly, Morris, Hulse and Pawson’s (2017) study of long-term renters in Australia

found that most low-income renters experienced ‘perpetual insecurity’ in the form of
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constant anxiety about having to move at any given time and being unable to find another
home that meets their needs. This effect was also found to a lesser extent with higher-
income renters, especially those who have school-age children. Renters who had been
previously dislocated were especially likely to feel this perpetual precarity. In total, one
in four long term renters interviewed (N=600) experienced constant anxiety about
housing insecurity.

Housing precarity - regardless of the tenure type - has a range of negative
consequences. In Desmond, Gershenson & Kiviat’s (2015) study of Milwaukee renters
(N=1,000), they found that low-income renters who experience forced mobility often are
forced to accept substandard housing, which then results in further moves. In particular,
evictions can present a substantial barrier to accessing housing, leaving households with
few options (Desmond, 2016). Cox, Wenzel and Rice’s (2016) comprehensive literature
review on housing insecurity identifies a higher likelihood of food insecurity, poor
physical and mental health, low birth weight, antisocial behavior among youth, and
developmental risk in children as common costs to families and individuals. In their study
on the health impacts of foreclosure, Libman et al. (2012) found that the relationship
between stress, poor mental health and financial hardship can be mutually reinforcing:
the former may precipitate mortgage delinquency and foreclosure, which then
exacerbates the situation and threatens the individual’s ability to manage the crisis. They
found that the threat of foreclosure led to depression, fatigue and helplessness, ending
marriages, loss of appetite, and in one case, contemplation of suicide.

In this same vein, Pollack, Griffin and Lynch (2010, c.f. Fullilove, 2010)
identified a connection between difficulty paying for housing and self-reported poor

22



health, hypertension, arthritis, and deferral of healthcare visits and buying medication.
Suglia, Duarte & Sandel (2011) found that mothers who experienced ‘housing disarray’
(dark, crowded and noisy) and instability were more likely to have depression, while
those experiencing only instability were more likely to have generalized anxiety disorder.
Mason, Baker, Blakely & Bentley (2013) compared the relationship between diminishing
housing affordability and mental health for both homeowners and renters. They found
tenure to be a significantly mediating variable, and concluded that “private renters
appeared to be more vulnerable than home purchasers to mental health effects of
unaffordable housing” (p 91).

Poor housing quality, housing instability and forced mobility have also been
shown to have a range of negative impacts on children and adolescents. Coley, Leventhal,
Lynch & Kull (2013) look at this relationship through the ‘family stress perspective’ of
childhood development, and find that “in line with expectations, results suggested that
when housing quality declines, mothers’ functioning declines as well, helping to explain
decreases in children’s socioemotional well-being” (p 1787). Poor housing quality, in
particular, contributes to behavioral and emotional problems. The authors hypothesize
this is because structural and maintenance deficiencies elevate family stress, increase
parents’ mental health problems, and limit their ability to regulate family activities.
Schmitt, Finders & McClelland (2015) found that residential mobility has a negative
impact on inhibitory control (behavior) and on math and literacy for preschool age
children. Similarly, Ziol-Guest & McKenna’s (2014) research revealed that moving three
or more times during the child’s first five years is significantly associated with behavioral
issues, like increases in attention problems. Poverty was the mitigating factor, with
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differing results for children from other socioeconomic groups that had moved a similar
amount of times.

Displacement often results in a loss of social networks of reliance and support that
are especially crucial for lower-income households and communities, in addition to
cultural resources and attachments. According to Greene, Tehranifar, Hernandez-
Cordero, and Fullilove (2011), what is lost is “such features of social relations as
reciprocal expectations, trustworthiness, and effective norms and sanctions” (p 404).
Culturally, forced mobility can mean a loss of shared languages and traditions, systems of
belief, and values “used by members of a group to ascribe meanings to events and
experiences, to define roles and their distribution among members of given social groups,
and to set norms for social interactions” (p 404).

This is reflected in Skobba & Goetz’s (2013) study on mobility among low-
income households, which found that relationships are the driving factor in locational
decision-making. This research is situated in the context of understanding client housing
choices in the Moving to Opportunity program, and concludes that support networks are
an essential resource for low-income families to meet their basic needs, which leads to
the prioritization of neighborhood relationships over other locational characteristics.
Manzo, Kleit & Couch’s (2008) findings confirm the importance of social capital, in their
study on the HOPE VI redevelopment of the Columbia Villas public housing
development in North Portland. Despite outsider perceptions of deprivation and
dilapidation, the majority of residents did not wish to relocate from the site, and described

conditions of a “socially-well functioning community” that “allowed residents to lay
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down roots, form place attachments and create bonds of mutual support with neighbors”

(p 1855).

2.2 Literature gap

While there is a wealth of literature about precarity and other negative
experiences in market rental housing, there is a dearth of research that considers what
aspects support the wellbeing of renter households. In contrast to these negative
outcomes, “residential stability begets a kind of psychological stability, which allows
people to place an emotional investment in their home, social relationships, and
community and promotes subjective well-being based on empathy and reciprocity”
(Desmond et al., 2015, p 254). This is the objective of rent control. However, rent control
remains highly controversial within policy circles, public discourse, and to some extent,
academia. Many of the challenges in advocating for its merits can be attributed to the fact
that the vast majority of empirical research about the policy’s application and outcomes
in various settings is situated within an economic framework, where the emphasis is on
the optimal allocation of housing as a commodity resource. I have yet to encounter even
one article that examines this policy from the perspective of the residents who live under
its protection. This critical gap misses opportunities to identify the policy’s positive
outcomes beyond displacement prevention (which, in some cases, is contested as a
benefit). Economist Matthew Gross (2020) recognizes this limitation, acknowledging that
the benefits are difficult to quantify and especially so without longitudinal data. By the
same token, the quantitative, economic approach is also limited in its ability to
understand how and why the policies are not functioning as well as they could be.
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Critics of rent control deploy a range of tactical approaches - both practical and
philosophical - to argue against the policy’s efficacy. Block (2002) describes rent control
as an “economic abomination” (p 75), and alleges that it is responsible for the infamous
decay of the South Bronx. He further claims that it does not help low-income tenants, and
is thus a “horrendous means of income redistribution” (p 75). Espousing another common
critique, he asserts that few economists have defended the policy, and that the City of
New York’s annual housing survey is conducted by sociologists, bureaucrats and social
workers, rather than economists. Moreover, he vehemently opposes the symbolic
ownership claims implicit in a redistributive policy like rent control on philosophical
grounds, going to far as to use the analogy of American slavery.®> He concludes that “we
have examined a plethora of arguments in support of rent control, and have found none of
them very compelling. This should occasion no surprise, as the case against rent control
is basic to economic analysis” (italics mine) (p 86). This assertion of the primacy of
economic framework in evaluating the policy’s efficacy is often central to arguments
against it.

Academic inquiry around rent control is almost exclusively quantitative, and the
use of complex modeling methods is common (Gilderbloom & Ye, 2008). Methods that
center the residents’ lived experience — even by using original survey data and
quantitative analysis - are never employed. Skak and Bloze (2013) use a ‘diagrammatic
presentation’ to compare welfare effects between rent control and rent stabilization
within the country. In both cases they find housing ‘overallocations’ and

‘underallocations’ according to household size and square meters. The misallocation

3 Similar rhetoric is evident in Apartment Age magazine. See Chapter Five.
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argument (e.g., rent/income relationship, location, number of bedrooms) emerged from
the field of economics, and analyzes the distribution of rental residences as commodity
goods that have a pareto optimal allocation (Glaeser & Luttimer, 2003; Bulow &
Klemperer, 2012; Skak & Bloze, 2013; Krol & Svorny). Glaeser (1996) goes so far as to
argue that,

“A major social cost of rent control is that without a fully operational price

mechanism the ‘wrong’ consumers end up using the apartments. Unless

apartments are somehow allocated perfectly across consumers, rental units

will be allocated to consumers who gain little utility from renting and

rental units will not go to individuals who desire them greatly” (p 2, c.f.

Chang & Sanders, 2010).
This logic eludes the likelihood that misallocation also happens without the presence of
rent stabilization, as determined by housing costs, incomes and vacancy rates.

Economists Glaeser & Luttmer (2003) examine housing misallocation from a
welfare cost perspective as well, using data about rent-stabilized apartments in New York
City. They interpret their findings through a classical economic framework, which holds
that “wage and price controls may cause the misallocation of goods” (p 1044), and
conclude that 21% of apartments “are in the wrong hands " (p 1044), meaning they are
inhabited by households with less members than number of bedrooms. This effect
increases with the number of years a tenant has resided in their home, which they theorize
may be attributed to changing family composition over time. This narrow frame of
analysis completely overlooks uses households might have for additional living space,

which is a limitation of quantitative research, especially that which relies on existing

datasets that contain little detail.
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Krol and Svorny’s (2005) research is concerned with housing misallocation’s
presumed driver, ‘constrained mobility’. They examine commute times in New Jersey
and conclude that the presence of rent control increases commute times through spatial
mismatch, indicating “distortions in household location decisions that might result from
rent control” (p 433). ‘Constrained mobility’ is a common theme in the rent control
literature, and is underpinned by the assumption that mobility for tenants is a positive
feature of the tenure. Increased length of tenure is framed as a limitation, which runs
counter to the pro-homeownership rhetoric, which holds that stability is one of
homeownership’s positive outcomes. Scholars like Cox (1984) have concluded that part
of the reason homeowners tend to be far less mobile than renters is the high transaction
costs of relocating. Krol and Svorny (2005) evoke this theory to explain mobility patterns
for renters under rent control, but with a negative interpretation, suggesting that they are
trapped rather than stabilized. Their research posits that limited mobility for rent-
controlled households is due to the increased cost in rents that would occur should
households move closer to their employment. It completely ignores all contextual
elements of the home environment, which are myriad (e.g., neighbors, schools, parks,
etc.). Ultimately their research reveals a negligible difference in rent control’s impact on
commutes, with a 2.5% increase in commuters who travel over 25 minutes in New Jersey
localities with rent control.

Diamond, McQuade & Qian’s (2019) study about the outcomes of rent control in
San Francisco is of particular interest, due to how its findings have been evoked by the
policy’s detractors, as well as occasionally its supporters. Their research finds that the
policy “limits” mobility by 20% and lowers displacement, particularly for people of
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color. The framing of limitation is especially significant here, as it (like the previous
articles) implies that reduced residential mobility is a negative factor for renters. They
also find, not surprisingly, that rent control in the context of a highly valorized market,
paired with substantial legal loopholes and incentives to evade it (e.g., the Ellis Act and
vacancy decontrol), results in a 15% reduction in supply. They thus conclude that the
policy is inefficient. They attribute this failure - as evidenced by the hypothesized market
rate increases caused by the “lost” rental supply - to some unnamed entity or
phenomenon, rather than to the agency of landlords seeking to increase profits. The use
of the word ‘lost’ is important here, as it suggests a natural process rather than an
outcome of deliberate actions. While opponents of rent stabilization triumphantly point to
this study as evidence that the policy does not ‘work’, a closer analysis reveals that the
causality of its shortcomings can actually be directly connected to these loopholes,
combined with the aggressive investment orientation of some landlords. That all
landlords do not choose to remove their properties from the market actually illustrates
that it is a business model adopted by the minority. Additionally, the study’s findings on
the prevention of displacement illustrate the policy’s positive impacts.

Asquith (2019) also focuses on the San Francisco rental market in his study of
landlord behavior under rent control. He approaches the topic through an economic
framework, asking how landlords respond to increased market demand, how price
increases impact quality, and how policies that aim to shape landlord behavior impact
their willingness to “supply units.” He hones in on the construction of a Silicon Valley
commuter shuttle as a catalyst for increased locational demand. Like Diamond et al.
(2018), he finds that landlords respond to opportunity cost by reducing their rental
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housing supply. Specifically, they utilize legally permitted no-fault evictions, targeting
one tenant at a time. Findings about the increase in repair permit filings suggest that
owners intend to sell their buildings vacant.

When viewed through the lens of economics, tenants who wish for long-term
stability in their homes are portrayed as problematic for healthy market dynamics.
According to Asquith (2019), “The crux of the problem is that unlike nuisances and rent
delinquents, controlled landlords lack any direct remedy for long-stayers (italics mine)
Tenants have indeed been repeatedly found to disproportionately have long tenures in all
forms of rent control...” (p 4). Additionally, he characterizes the city’s rules as
“unusually stingy,” and creating an unjust financial burden for the owner. This is despite
the existence of vacancy decontrol and allowances for pass-through of capital
improvement costs. He suggests further research to investigate the market implications of
the policy, as impacted by landlords’ ability to shrink the controlled housing stock
through these tactics. The inference is that rent control is dysfunctional because it does
not allow landlords to “respond to significant demand shocks” like the addition of the
shuttle amenity, by “being able to use prices to allocate their units” (eg., raise rents) (p
42). The economic rhetoric of words like “allocate” obscures the lived experience of
residents who are struggling to remain in their somes, not buy commodity goods. This
framing of housing as a consumer commodity positions long-term residents as somehow
deviant for wanting stability.

That the vast majority of literature on rent control is quantitative inquiry which
focuses on housing stock and market economics is problematic for our understanding of
the policy, and for advocacy surrounding its implementation. However, it is no surprise,
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as “housing research has traditionally been concerned with measuring the extent of
housing shortages and specifying its dimensions” (Kemeny, 1992, p xv). Activist and
grey literature tout the policy’s benefits by using proxy measures like better educational
outcomes for students with stable home environments (Pastor, Carter & Abood, 2018),
but there is a dearth of research that directly examines the connections between the policy
and positive outcomes, especially at the micro level. As Logan and Molotch (1987) write,
“contrary to much academic debate on the subject, we hold that the material use of a
place cannot be separated from psychological use” (p 20), and this connection has been
seriously underdeveloped in the literature on rent control. While there is an abundance of
scholarship on the mental and physical health impacts of forced mobility; ontological
security in the home; place attachment, place identity, and community attachment;
community participation as relates to tenure status and length, and other relevant topics,
those conceptual frameworks have never been applied to research about rent-controlled
housing. This deficit makes it very difficult for activists and policymakers to effectively
make a case for the policy, and my research adds a much-needed tenant centered

perspective to the literature.

2.3 Theoretical engagements

My research addresses the gap outlined above. It is situated amongst qualitative
inquiry that uses constructs like ontological security and ‘at-homeness’ to examine the
residential experience of traditional homeownership (Kearns, et al., 2000), shared-equity
homeownership (Hackett, et al., 2019), unregulated private market renting (McKee, et al.,

2019), public or subsidized housing (Padgett, 2007), and permanent supportive housing
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(Henwood, Redline, Semborski, Rhoades, Rice & Wenzel, 2018). This approach is better
suited to understanding the impacts of tenure arrangements at the micro level than
research that has emerged from the field of economics, which abstracts these complex,
dynamic experiences by using quantitative datasets and analysis. Moreover, the
framework of ‘housing as commodity’ is in itself a problematic statement about the
primacy of exchange value.

As outlined in Chapter One, this research also responds to and is inspired by Jim
Kemeny’s (1992) call for a ‘sociology of residence’. Kemeny elucidated several concerns
within academic housing studies, firstly that the institutionalization of power structures in
the field would lead to the entrenchment of ‘abstracted empiricism’ and ‘policy-
determined’ research, which would stifle critical and reflexive research. Secondly, he
worried that housing research was siloed away from theoretical debates in other social
sciences, and overemphasized policy, markets, and the ‘bricks and mortar’ of housing,
while neglecting the broader context. While part of this critique relates to the unexamined
role of political economy and power in the provision of housing and in housing ideology,
it also gestures toward a need for research that looks at the lived experience of dwelling,
by engaging with theory from other social science disciplines. Specifically, he wanted
housing research to “become interdisciplinary, drawing explicitly on theories, concepts
and debates within more than one discipline and applying these to housing in an
integrative manner” (ibid, p 3).

As such, I draw on theory from a range of fields, including community
psychology, environmental psychology, cultural geography and sociology. The sections
below provide an overview of key concepts and literature that uses them, such as
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dwelling, place attachment (and related theory), place alienation, residential alienation,
and ontological security — all of which describe different aspects of the subjective lived
experience, or the extent to which individuals feel at home or not at home. These
theoretical constructs informed the research framing, the interview questions, and the
interview analysis. I also introduce scholarship that uses the secure occupancy framework
and theory around power dynamics between the landlord and tenant. These concepts were
not part of the original research design, but they shed light on the role of the landlord or
property manager, tenant protection policy, and other externalities which have an impact

on the residential experience and sense of at-homeness.

Dwelling

The foundations of the early place literature were established by human
geographers of the 1970s, most notably Tuan, Buttimer, Relph and Seamon, whose
seminal writing explored the difference between the concepts of space and place. They
were inspired by the philosophy of Heidegger, whose conception of dwelling (or simply
‘being in the world’) “involves the process by which a place in which we exist becomes a
personal world and home" (Seamon and Mugerauer; 1985, p 8). As Saegert (1986)
writes, dwelling “points to a spiritual and symbolic connection between the self and the
physical world...It emphasizes the necessity for continuing active making of a place for
ourselves in time and space. Simultaneously it points to the way in which our personal
and social identities are shaped through the process of dwelling” (pp 287-8). In other
words, dwelling is the process of fully inhabiting a place, and is characterized by a

symbiotic relationship between dweller and place. She notes that though dwelling is often
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conceptualized as occurring in the home itself, it can also be experienced at the
neighborhood and city scales (among others). Broadly speaking, to dwell is to be
grounded in one’s lifeworld in such a way that one can reach their full human potential.

Focusing on dwelling within the home, Werner, Altman & Oxley (1986) employ a
‘transactional framework’ to interpret the process of attachment formation intrinsic to
dwelling. They posit that there are three processes through which people can become
attached to, and dwell within, their homes: (1) social rules and relationships, (2)
affordances (objects and environments take on special meaning over time), and (3)
appropriation practices (e.g., caretaking the home). These three are comprised of
people/psychological processes, environmental properties, and time. The role of time is
emphasized, and the authors identify two types of time which contribute to meaning-
making: linear and cyclical. I also found this to be the case in my thesis research (2018),
where participants referenced the significance of certain places in relation to one-time
biographical events and/or recurring events like seasonal activities.

Korosec-Serfaty (1986) expands upon the concept of spatial appropriation as a
means of joining dweller and environment. She describes the dweller as an “active
subject who confers meaning upon the world but also as an individual who is acted upon
by the world of which she or he is a part” (p 65). As examples of appropriation activities,
Korosec-Serfaty cites ornamentation, maintenance and housework. Though she
specifically focuses on housing, in keeping with Saegert’s (1986) definition of dwelling,
these appropriation activities can also take place on larger scales, such as neighborhood
improvement projects. She also draws an important distinction between what is actually
being appropriated, which is not the physical space itself, but the meanings and types of
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relationships one establishes with the space. In other words, the process by which an
apartment shifts from being a rented ‘unit’* of housing in which to perform biological

needs, to a home.

Place attachment, place identity, community attachment

If dwelling (or at-homeness) describes a holistic inhabiting of place, constructs
like place identity, community attachment, and place attachment are both the building
blocks and the outcomes of that state of being. These describe attitudes, emotions and
behaviors, with respect to places and the people in them. At its most elemental, place
attachment can be defined as an affective bond between people and places (Altman &
Low, 1992). It is an integrating concept that involves patterns of: attachments (affect,
cognition and practice); places that vary in scale, specificity and tangibility; different
actors (individuals, groups, cultures); and different social relationships (ibid).

Scholarship on the person-place relationship has sought to identify different types
of attachment, arising from different circumstances. Hummon's (1992) concept of
‘rootedness’ applies to individuals who "experience a strong, local sense of home and are
emotionally attached to their local area" (ibid, p. 263). He identifies two types of
rootedness that differ in the level of self-consciousness: everyday and ideological.
Ideological rootedness entails a high level of satisfaction and attachment, combined with
a highly articulated sense of place, and self-conscious identification with the community.
This is usually found in mobile residents who have lived in more than one place.

Everyday rootedness is more taken for granted, where the attachment to the community

41 do not use the term ‘unit’ anywhere in this proposal. I believe that it reinforces the cultural belief that a
rented home is less legitimate than an owned home.
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and locale consists mainly of biographical associations and practical place dependence.
This is more typically found with individuals who have resided in a single place for most
or all of their life.

Because place functions as a conduit between the past and the present, the role of
time in creating attachment is significant (Lewicka, 2014). This can take the form of an
individual's biographical connection, a shared history, or even in taking an interest in the
history of a new place of residence. On an individual level, personal memories embedded
in place produce what is described as ‘autobiographical insidedness’ (Rowles, 1990).
This manifests in the type of nostalgic anecdotes that most long-time residents can share
while taking a walk through their neighborhood. These recollections and associations,
which Lewicka (2014) calls ‘episodic declarative memory’ are important for personal
identity and continuity. They fuse time and space together, creating place meanings that
underpin attachment. Place meanings are formed by experiences and repeated social
interactions, to the extent that “the very notion of place implies a conflation of space and
time such that attachment to a particular place may also represent attachment to a
particular time” (Rubinstein & Parmelee, 1992, p 146). ‘Procedural memory’ is another
way people bond to place through the dimension of time. In this instance, places acquire
meaning through repeated use (ibid). This is theorized as one of the reasons attachment
deepens with residential duration - though there is also literature that shows deep
attachments are possible for shorter term residencies and even visitors.

Attachment can also be directed towards the community, which for the purposes
of this research refers to a group of individuals residing in a bounded geographic
location, rather than united by a shared interest or culture. Literature on community

36



attachment addresses the role of socially produced meanings, and how they function on a
group level to reify and reproduce themselves through social interactions and individual
cognition and affect. Length of tenure has been found to correlate strongly with
community attachment (Trentelman, 2009), which is not surprising given that social
relations tend to increase or deepen over time, and are the most consistent source of
affective connection to place (Hummon, 1992; Gerson et al., 1977; Guest & Lee, 1983;
Goudy, 1982).

Riger and Lavrakas (1981, c.f. Manzo and Perkins, 2006) identify two dimensions
of attachment that are experienced on a group level: ‘bondedness’, or the feeling of
belonging in one's neighborhood, and ‘rootedness’ to the community. Bondedness is
expressed through familiarity with neighbors, feelings of inclusion, and the number of
neighborhood children known to an individual. Rootedness refers to length and type of
tenure, and expected length of residency (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Over time, these
intertwining features can produce ‘insidedness’, where identities are “embedded in locale
and are reproduced and affirmed in daily rituals, stories, and the meaning of landscapes”
(Hummon, 1992, p 258).

In Ross, Talmage & Searle’s (2020) study on predictors of sense of community,
they found a positive relationship between sense of community and visiting with
neighbors, exchanging favors with neighbors and length of tenure. Hiscock et al. (2000)
also identified psycho-social benefits obtained by people who exchanged favors with
their neighbors. Zahnow & Tsai (2021) studied the negative impacts of crime
victimization on place attachment, and found that it is mediated by frequent social or
functional interactions with neighbors, rather than actual friendships or family
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relationships in the neighborhood. In their study on the impacts of AirBnB in a London
neighborhood, Rozena & Lees (2021) found that “the transience of AirBnB guests has an
affective impact on everyday socio-cultural interactions, including the ability to create
meaningful home-making practices” (p 12). This research illustrates the important role

relationships with neighbors play in community attachment, and thus dwelling.

Place alienation

In addition to ‘rootedness’, which consists of a strong sense of ‘home’ in tandem
with emotional attachment, Hummon (1992) also identifies several types of negative or
neutral attachments: (1) ‘place alienation’, in which satisfaction is low, and feelings of
‘home’, local identity and attachment are not present; (2) ‘relativity’, where satisfaction is
variable, attachment is marginal, home could be anywhere, but despite all this there is a
sense of local identity; and (3) ‘uncommitted placelessness’, where satisfaction is
moderate, home could be anywhere or nowhere, and there is no sense of local identity or
attachment. The first is most likely to be found with communities or individuals that face
a large amount of social and/or material deprivation, while the last is more typical of
mobile individuals.

Tuttle (2021) develops a similarly-named construct called ‘alienation from place’.
This describes both a process and outcome wherein long-time residents experience their
communities as something alien to them. This may be a product of social and cultural
transformation due to gentrification, or it may be alleviated by gentrification through
reduction in crime, increase in services, and other changes that may be experienced as

benefits by newer and long-time residents alike. In Chicago’s historically Latino Pilsen
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neighborhood, where the primary driver of change was commercial gentrification, some
study participants felt less alienated from their neighborhood due to some of these
changes. For others, witnessing sociocultural and socioeconomic change led to a
declining sense of ownership and belonging, and an implied threat of displacement for
their own households and/or those of other community members. Tuttle connects this
anxiety to the ‘social production of space’ as theorized by Lefebvre (1991), which
describes how users shape ‘space’ into ‘place’ by giving it meaning through repeated
interactions, or what Lefebvre calls ‘spatial practice’. As Tuttle explains, “If place is a
product of action, the conditions by which place are produced and variations in one’s
sense of control over it can affect relations to it” (p 5). In other words, a perceived loss of
cultural ownership can lead to feelings of alienation.

Tuttle’s (2021) alienation from place differs from Hummon’s (1992) place
alienation, in that the latter presumes that feelings of home, local identity and attachment
are not present at all. Conversely, Tuttle’s construct is predicated on the continuing
existence of place attachment, theorizing that concurrent place attachment and alienation
interact as “a dynamic response to neighborhood conditions and transformations” (p 3).
In this conceptualization, ‘alienation from place’ cannot exist without a high degree of
place attachment. For the sake of consistency with residential alienation, I use place
alienation for what Tuttle describes in Pilsen and extend it to the city level in Santa
Monica. Kim’s (2021) findings on evolving place attachment among longtime residents
in a neighborhood in Seoul that is experiencing tourism-induced change also illustrate
place alienation sentiments. They found that place attachment is dynamic and fluid, and
can be positive, negative or evolve over time. Among these residents in Seoul,
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attachments are attenuated by proximity to tourism hotspots and events that impact their
daily lives.

The relationship between place attachment and alienation is thus informed by
external factors at the meso and macro levels. This speaks to the importance of
considering different scales of the home environment in attempting to understand the
person-place relationship. In particular, the political landscape impacts many aspects of
the life-world, such as what is built, what is demolished and who is allowed in public
spaces. As Manzo (2003) writes, “Exploring the politics of place also helps us to
appreciate the role of negative and ambivalent feelings and experiences in places,
because often the places to which we have access, or to which we are denied access, are

dictated by a larger political reality” (p 55).

Ontological security

‘Ontological security’ is a sociological theory first developed by Anthony
Giddens (1991) in his book, Modernity and Self-Identity, among other works. . Giddens
(1991) defines it as “the confidence that most human beings have in the continuity of
their self-identity and in the constancy of their social and material environments. Basic to
a feeling of ontological security is “a sense of the reliability of persons and things” (ibid,
p 50). In this sense, ontological security is trust in one’s understanding of the lifeworld,
and is interdependent with the taken-for-granted routines of daily life.

The inverse of ontological security is ‘existential anxiety’, which concerns
perceived threats to the integrity of the individual’s security system, and to the reliability

of people and things. This is the chaos that lurks at the periphery of a sense of constancy.
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In the context of housing, existential anxiety maps onto the precarity experienced in
conditions of residential alienation, arising from lack of control over the home
environment and fear of eviction.

Dupuis and Thorns (1998) operationalized ontological security in the context of
the home. They define ‘home’ (versus ‘housing’) as a place where people feel “in control
of their environment, free from surveillance, free to be themselves and at ease, in the
deepest psychological sense, in a world that might at times be experienced as threatening
and uncontrollable” (p 25). In this sense, the home/housing dichotomy maps onto the
place/space relationship articulated by the human geographers of the 1970s. Moreover,
they argue that the meanings of home are context-specific, and are thus framed by
cultural values like the supremacy of homeownership in many western countries. In their
model, the extent to which home provides a sense of ontological security can be assessed
through its role as:

A source of social and material permanence and continuity
A space for the enactment and reproduction of everyday routines

An autonomous space free of surveillance
A source of positive self-identity and pride

b

The search for ontological security is an active one, and sense of security in an
environment is understood through the meanings attached to it. Because these meanings
are context specific and cultural and their research context is within a homeowner
society, their study participants perceived renting as being riskier than owning. The
second element concerns the familiar setting for routines. These are often associated with
the rites and rituals of family life, and temporal events like holidays and changing

seasons, which has parallels with dwelling. The third aspect, home as a site of control,
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concerns the need for a refuge from the outside world and a sanctuary where one can be
their true self. The fourth aspect pertains to the role of the home - specifically the owner-
occupied home - in building identity and as a source of pride. The authors conclude that
their research raises questions about how the meanings of home vary across different
cultures (homeowner societies versus others) and tenures.

Subsequent research on housing and ontological security has utilized this
framework, in some instances modifying it slightly. Kearns et al. (2000) used a
framework of home as 1. a haven, 2. an autonomous space, and 3. a source of positive
self-identification, to examine the experiences of homeowners and social housing renters
in Scotland. They found that mediating variables like the condition of the housing and
access to consumer goods are more salient than the form of tenure itself, though these
two elements are more likely to be optimal within the owner-occupied home due to
socioeconomic factors.

In a subsequent study, Hiscock et al. (2001) found that homeowners actually
experienced less ontological security than renters who live in social housing due to the
threat of foreclosure. Homeowner status correlated with differences in protection,
autonomy and status derived from the home, but like the previous study, a closer look
suggested that these results are more closely connected with external factors unrelated to
the housing arrangement. On the topic of homeownership, they discovered a self-
reinforcing dynamic, where owning acquired more importance for ontological security
and sense of self-worth as it became a cultural norm. This study underscores the

importance of housing ideology and policy in informing ontological security in the home,
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Saegert et al. (2015, 2019) have taken up the mantle of ontological security in
several of their papers about shared- or limited-equity housing. Saegert et al.’s (2015)
qualitative research examined the ways in which households with a history of mortgage
default view both traditional homeownership and shared equity ownership. They found
that participants associated homeownership with increased ontological security and
financial stability, but not when delinquency and foreclosure were discussed. Ultimately,
shared equity housing was understood as a means by which to “increase ontological
security by collectively sharing economic risks and responsibilities while promoting the
autonomy, social status, and positive investment in place associated with
homeownership” (p 299). Conversely, foreclosure threatens ontological security, as “in
the context of financial and emotional instability, the home shifts from being a place of
restoration and becomes a nexus of stress” (Libman, et al., 2012, p 16). As with the
previously mentioned research, these findings shed light on the actual characteristics of
ownership that facilitate ontological security, and which can be disaggregated from the
strong influence of homeownership ideology.

In a subsequent study, Hackett et al. (2019) analyzed qualitative data from
homeowners in a Minneapolis community land trust (CLT) to understand how the CLT’s
institutional framework may support ontological security. They examined how it “alters
the political, social and material relations that characterize the lives of these households
to facilitate the provision of previously unavailable resources” (p 27), meaning a stable
material and social space in which one can act as an autonomous person. This
conceptualization of ontological security is roughly aligned with aspect one of Dupuis
and Thorns’ (1998) original framework: home as source of social and material
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permanence and continuity. The authors also evoke the theory of ‘possible selves,” which
refers to the future potential in each individual’s life trajectory. Specifically, “the history
of achievement, positive sense of self and material stability that undergirded the
cultivation of ontological security also set the stage for the opening up of possibility and
the potential for the development of ‘possible selves’ that were related to larger life
goals” (p 41).

The theoretical construct of possible selves provides a useful framework for
understanding how certain conditions and tenure arrangements might enable or restrict
the realization of one’s goals and aspirations. Markus and Nurius’ original (1986)
conceptualization encompasses an individual’s idea of what they might become, what
they would like to become, and what they are afraid of becoming. It serves as a ‘cognitive
bridge’ between the past, present and future, and illuminates how individuals may change
from what they are now to what they will become. According to Markus and Nurius
(1986), the study of possible selves is also the study of how individuals interpret and
make meaning of their conditions and position in the world. This is shaped by social
context (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2005), and “normative, non-normative, and historical
forces that become integrated into the self and motivate behavior in the present” (Frazier
& Hooker, 2005, p 42). This is to say that both institutional arrangements (like policy)
and self-concept, as formed by sociocultural forces and personal history, play a role in
one’s assessment of possible selves.

When ontological security is considered vis a vis the home environment it shares
some key characteristics with dwelling. However, they are not the same (see Table 1).
Instead, one could say that the two have a mutually reinforcing relationship. For one,
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ontological security is a broad concept that encompasses trust and confidence in the
world as a whole (Giddens, 1991). As a holistic concept, it is comprised of many aspects,
including health, relationships, finances, career and housing (ibid). When applied
specifically to the residence, ontological security pertains to a cognitive state that is the
outcome of the realization of supportive material conditions like control and autonomy
(Dupuis & Thorns, 1998), living in a ‘good’ neighborhood (Hiscock et al., 2000), and the
financial stability and sustainability of the housing arrangement (Saegert, et al., 2015).
Likewise, having ‘bad’ neighbors was found to undermine ontological security (ibid;
Cheshire, Easthope & Have, 2021).

Dwelling is not informed by conscious aspects like trust, confidence and decision-
making. It describes the preconscious conditions of the individual’s relationship with and
experience of their lifeworld (Saegert, 1986), as constructed and reified by the emotions,
cognitions and behaviors of attachment (Altman & Low, 1992). Dwelling in the residence
is connected with the ability to integrate one’s self into the environment through
appropriation practices, which is similar to the ‘autonomy’ element of ontological
security (Kearns et al., 2000). Autonomy supports the articulation of one’s identity, and is
understood as the “‘fireedom to and freedom from, that is the freedom to do what one
wants and to express oneself and the freedom from any need to have one’s actions
approved by others...” (ibid, p 389). The key difference is, with dwelling, spatial
appropriation both indicates and cultivates a certain state of being within the home
environment (Korosec-Serfaty, 1986), whereas with ontological security the significance

of appropriation is in the control over conditions (Kerns et al., 2000). In this sense,
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ontological security can enhance the experience of dwelling and ‘at-homeness’ by

providing a sense of stability.

Table 1: Comparison between dwelling and ontological security

Similar
-Sense of being ‘at home’
-Home as haven and source of autonomy

cultivated through appropriation (e.g. caretaking,

decoration)

-Meaning-making (symbolic, emotional)
-Supports realization of possible selves
-Established through space-time routine

Different
-Sense of being-in-the-world
(integrative, pre-cognitive)

-Sense of being ‘at home’

-Home as haven and source of autonomy
cultivated through control afforded by tenure
characteristics

- Meaning-making (from conditions)
-Supports realization of possible selves
-Established through space-time routine

-Reliability of the world, people, and things
(interpretive, rational)

-Affective -Cognitive

-The dweller shapes the environment and visa -Related to sociocultural and material conditions
versa -Context-specific (e.g. homeowner society)
-Unconscious -Active search for/awareness of

Secure occupancy

While conducting this research I learned of a related body of literature in the
Australian context that uses the framework of ‘secure occupancy’ (Hulse, Milligan &
Easthope, 2011; Hulse & Milligan, 2014; Easthope, 2014; Morris, 2018; Hulse, Morris &
Pawson, 2021) to understand the experiences of residents of the country’s Private Rental
Sector (PRS). With the addition of a paper about ‘residential alienation” among young
renters in the United Kingdom (McKee, et al., 2019), this literature is the only other
research I am aware of that examines the experience of private market renters and ‘at-
homeness’. It also understands ontological security as a foundational element of being
‘at-home’.

Prior to discovering this literature, my posited relationship between the theoretical

constructs was as depicted in Figure 3. In this conceptualization, dwelling and the place
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attachment elements were distinctive but mutually reinforcing concepts forming the
person-place relationship, while the effects of residential alienation were unknown. This
‘new’ literature identifies important external factors that inform both the person-place

relationship and residential alienation.

Figure 3: Original posited relationship between dwelling, place attachment, and residential
alienation

--Person-Place Relationship--

Place identity
Sense of place
PLACE ATTACHMENT

Community attachment

Sense of community
A state of being-in-the-world
which is also a process; ‘at-home’

Interaction between affect, cognitions,
and behaviors

N1/

RESIDENTIAL ALIENATION

‘Secure occupancy’ is defined as “the nature of occupancy by households of
residential dwellings and the extent to which households can make a home and stay there
for reasonable periods of time if they wish to do so, provided that they meet their tenancy
obligations” (Hulse et al., 2011, p 20). The authors theorize that it is informed by
interactions between market, legal, social policy (e.g., housing subsidies) and
sociocultural factors. This is the framework from which I developed Group One of
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factors (security, insecurity, and the residential experience), as outlined in the previous
chapter. Like other studies mentioned previously, Hulse, et al. 's (2011) inquiry starts
from the position that renting is assumed to have negative effects on wellbeing. They
pose the question of whether this outcome is intrinsic to actual characteristics of renting,
or a reflection of cultural norms about renting in homeowner societies. They compare the
aforementioned elements in eight different local contexts to develop four typologies of
renting, which ostensibly produce different residential experiences. With some
exceptions, the American context is most similar what they found in their review of
conditions in New Jersey, Ontario, Flanders and Australia:

“A leading and lightly regulated private rental sector with limited

provisions for secure occupancy that is structurally separated from a small

and strongly regulated social housing sector, which provides for much

greater secure occupancy” (ibid, p 182).

In addition to identifying the role of these external factors in shaping the
residential experience, this inquiry also looks at how actual conditions and/or the
perception of security impacts the individual household. To this effect, Hulse and
Milligan (2014) adopt van Gelder’s (2010) tripartite model of security of tenure to

differentiate between legal policy, lived experience and material conditions, and

perception:

e De jure security = Embedded in property rights and the legal rules
that underpin a lease arrangement.

e De facto security = Actually occurring. Informed by aspects like the
ability to continue paying rent, the motivations and behaviors of the
landlord/manager, and rental housing management practices.

e Perceptual security = Sense of security as experienced by the
occupant. This can be influenced by landlord/manager behavior and
past experiences, but also by external sources like the media or
knowledge of the rental market.
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In their book, The Private Rental Sector in Australia: Living With Uncertainty,
Morris, et al. (2021) explore renter perceptions and behaviors in-depth, to understand
how people who rent their homes experience and respond to insecurity of tenure. They
found that tenants use strategies of avoidance, both in reporting maintenance issues for
fear of appearing to be a ‘troublesome tenant” and in managing anxiety about precarity.
Overall, however, “while private renters develop some strategies to adapt to their
situation on a daily basis such that insecurity is often only ‘at the back of the mind’, all
perceive lack of control over their housing futures” (p 129). Long-term renters’® and
seniors exhibited three common patterns in interpreting their situations: 1. Insecurity is
always a concern on some level, but you learn to live with it. In some cases this includes
developing a contingency plan, 2. Constantly feeling insecure, which has a high impact
on wellbeing, and 3. Valuing the flexibility of renting, which includes both less
responsibility than owning and access to areas that are unaffordable for ownership.

‘Constructive coping’ refers to how people make conscious choices about how

to best achieve wellbeing and stability, rather than viewing them as passive and
dependent. Hulse, et al., (2019) use this framework to understand renter households’
decisions about renting, but it can be applied to explain behaviors around maintenance
and other aspects of the residential experience as well. In their study, they found that
renters “use a form of constructive coping, such as they are able to make a home and

belong to a neighborhood...” (p 183). In this sense, constructive coping is a way to reach

5 Defined as households who have rented for 10 years or more, though not necessarily in the same place.
Different from my definition of 20 or more years in the same home.
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the level of ontological security needed to inhabit the home environment in a dwelling

capacity.

Power in the landlord-tenant relationship

The power dynamic between landlord and tenant is central to the residential

experience. Morris et al., (2021) describe this as a

“...power relationship which occurs in the context of different rental
market contexts, develops through day to day practices, and is suffused
with cultural norms about renting, being a tenant and being a landlord.
Cultural norms are embedded in and transferred through the language that
we use: we own a home but rent a house.” (p 133)

Chisholm, Howden-Chapman, and Fougere’s (2020) work on the role of power in the
landlord-tenant relationship expands on this theorization. They draw on the ‘secure
occupancy’ framework and on Lukes’ (2004) conceptualization of power dynamics

within interpersonal relationships to identify three dimensions of power:

e First dimension: visible power - People are dissatisfied with
conditions and attempt to change these. Conflicts in interest are
clearly observable.

e Second dimension: hidden power - People are dissatistied with
conditions, but there is no visible conflict. Conflicts in interest are
hidden.

e Third dimension: invisible power - People appear satisfied with
conditions that are objectively dissatisfactory. Conflicts of interest are
invisible. (ibid, p 145)

Chisholm et al. (2020) cite an extensive body of literature that illustrates how

“tenants that reported housing quality problems found it a stressful experience, with

repairs taking a long time to be carried out, or not carried out at all” (p 146). Retaliatory

eviction or worsening relations with the landlord/manager were an outcome for some
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respondents. This connects to Hulse et al.’s (2021) findings on the importance of
avoiding a ‘troublesome tenant’ reputation. They argue that for the 20% of their
respondents who avoid reporting needed maintenance or complaining about landlord
inaction, this behavior “can be seen as a manifestation of a power imbalance between
landlords and tenants” (ibid, p 146).

This is also supported by Byrne and McArdle’s (2020) findings on the “complex,
messy and multidimensional everyday relationship between landlord and tenant which
shapes tenants’ experience of security and their choices” experienced by PRS renters in
Ireland. They use the ‘secure occupancy’ framework to examine the interaction of
security, tenants’ agency and the landlord-tenant power dynamic. They conclude that
landlords maintain frue ownership over the dwelling by exerting control over various
aspects, while tenants seek to avoid conflict, both for the potential consequences and

associated stress.

Residential alienation

The experience of feeling ‘not-at-home’ in one’s residence is what Peter Marcuse
(1975) referred to as ‘residential alienation’. He uses this theoretical construct to describe
the condition of the typical low- or middle-income renter in America, and ‘alienated
housing’ to describe the structure itself. This framework was developed in response to
what he described as a ‘shelter theory of housing’, where policy initiatives focus
exclusively on the ‘brick and mortar’ aspects of the provision of housing, while ignoring
the subtle complexities of what makes a stable and nurturing home environment. In this

sense, the concept of residential alienation (though it came earlier) can be connected to
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Kemeny’s (1992) critique of housing scholarship as overly focused on the housing stock
itself, while ignoring the lived experience of its occupants and the intersectionality of
housing with other contextual aspects.

Inspired by Marx’s theory of ‘alienated labor’, Marcuse (1975) connected
residential alienation to other forms of alienation intrinsic to modern life. It is positioned
in opposition to Hegel’s conceptualization of three ways to take possession of a thing: a.
by directly grasping it, b. by forming it, and c. by merely marking it as one’s. In this
sense, the ideal home environment is one where the occupant can confirm and realize
their sense of self, or dwell. To this end, Marcuse (1975) proposes three characteristics of
alienated housing:

1. The inability of a person to form, to shape, his/her own dwelling, to
express his/her individuality in it

2. The subjection of the individual’s dwelling to the control of alien
outside powers

3. The inability to mark or symbolically manifest the individual’s
ownership in his/her dwelling

In his original framing these are mainly expressive freedoms, but the subjugation
of control to outside powers can mean a range of things, from landlord harassment to
physical deterioration from deferred maintenance. In their book, /n Defense of Housing
(an instant classic in housing justice circles), Madden and Marcuse (2016) expand upon
Marcuse’s original definition of residential alienation and position it as an outcome of the
hyper-commodification of housing. They broadly define alienation as “estrangement,
objectification, or othering,” and argue if we want to understand the consequences of the

hyper-commodification of housing, “we need to understand the alienated psychosocial

experience - the stress, anxiety and disempowerment - that the current housing system
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produces” (ibid, p 56). In this newer incarnation, residential alienation is the experience
of feeling unsettled in one’s residence. This may be cultivated by excessive rules,
habitability issues, or forced mobility. Residential alienation is the severance of one of
the most basic human impulses - to make a home - from the ability to do so. It represents
“the painful, at times traumatic, experience of a divergence between home and housing”
(ibid, p 60).

Though inquiry that explicitly uses the residential alienation framework is
surprisingly minimal, the outcomes of housing precarity and forced mobility discussed at
the beginning of the chapter describe many of the same outcomes. Citing a dearth of
research about private-market renting in the U.K, McKee, et al. (2019) use residential
alienation as the theoretical framework for their qualitative study on the experiences of
young, low-income renters. They found evidence of residential alienation in the form of
1. powerlessness, insecurity and alienation, 2. unaffordable housing and financial stress
(intertwined with the labor market), and 3. status anxiety, stigma and pressure to convey
the identity of being the ‘good tenant’.

These were experienced through elements like the power imbalance of the
landlord/tenant relationship, unsustainable rent increases, the fear of eviction, and
incompatible housemate situations. Their research “highlights only too clearly the
negative psychosocial impacts of residing in the (private rental sector),” and how “living
with insecure, precarious, expensive housing took significant tolls on people’s well-being
and mental health” (p 15). They conclude that the residential alienation framework

enables scholars to transcend local context, and illuminate pervasive systemic challenges
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faced by low-income households, particularly in places where homeownership dominates
and there are few protections for renters.

Research on the experience of homelessness has engaged the residential alienation
framework in several instances. Cerna, Kubala & Ripka’s (2019) evaluation of Brno’s
(Czech Republic) Housing First program suggests that the issue of formerly houseless
families being chronically arrears on their rent cannot be explained entirely by individual
financial circumstances or systemic factors. They propose that the inability to form
attachments to the home, created by the conditions of residential alienation as elucidated
above, could also be a factor. Research on the experience of houseless women with
children in a transitional housing program (Fogel, 1997) evoked residential alienation as
a framework to understand how lack of control over the home environment negatively
impacted respondents. Specifically, the women “related stories of displeasure with
landlords and problems with the places where they were living. They reported having
maintenance requests ignored and being told they could not hang pictures or paint the
walls” (p 126). Thus residential alienation threatens to undermine ontological security,

and by extension, potentially diminish the ability to dwell in one’s residence.
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Chapter Three: Research Design

This research is an explanatory case study, which means that it examines posited
causality within the case. The case study methodology was selected because it is well-
suited to research questions where the boundary between the phenomenon (the residential
experience under rent control) and the context (Santa Monica) are not clearly defined
(Yin, 2003). As outlined in the first chapter, the purpose of this study is to contribute to
our understanding of the impacts of tenant protections vis a vis the lived experience of
individuals who live with them. This approach offers a much-needed alternative to
abstract, quantitative inquiry that has mostly emerged from the field of economics. The
research’s objective is to understand the ways and extent to which renters residing in
Santa Monica’s rent-controlled housing experience ‘dwelling’ and ‘residential
alienation’, as indicated by the relationship they have with their home environment; how
these relationships intersect with tenant protections; and how things have changed since
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. The research questions are:

1. To what extent do renters experience feeling ‘at home’ (dwelling) or ‘not
at home’ (residential alienation), and what factors contribute to those
experiences?

2. What is the nexus between those experiences and tenant protections?

a. Does knowledge and/or deployment of protections contribute to a
sense of stability and dwelling?

b. Do tenant protections result in material outcomes that contribute to
a sense of stability and dwelling?

c. Are these protections or their outcomes a consideration in
behaviors like caretaking and community engagement?

3. How have these experiences changed since the advent of the COVID-19
pandemic?
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In asking these questions about the residential experience in this policy context,
the findings will also inevitably offer insight into the efficacy of tenant protections in
Santa Monica specifically. Though that is not the primary research objective, focus, or
object of study, these findings will likely be of interest to residents and policymakers in
Santa Monica, as well as tenant activists, scholars, and policymakers in other locales, for
whom Santa Monica has served as an exemplar of strong rent control policy. Having
been born and raised in Santa Monica and the surrounding area, this holds personal

interest for me as well.

3.1 Positionality

Denzin and Lincoln (1994) describe the qualitative researcher as a ‘bricoleur’, or
producer of a pieced-together work, such as a quilt or a film montage. As a documentary
filmmaker and editor, this last metaphor is especially resonant for me. They characterize
montage as the art of creating “the sense that images, sounds, and understandings are
blending together, overlapping, forming a composite, a new creation. The images seem to
shape and define one another, and an emotional, gestalt effect is produced” (p. 4). In this
sense the bricoleur is creating an interpretive whole that is greater than the sum of its
parts. This is a role of power, responsibility, and accountability. In qualitative research,
the montage effect is achieved by moving from the personal to the political, and from the
local to the historical (ibid). Denzin and Lincoln (1994) describe these binaries as
‘dialogical texts’, which presume an active reader/audience and strive to avoid turning
the ‘other’ into the object of the social science gaze. As such, the interpretive bricoleur

understands that research is intrinsically shaped by their own personal history and
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identity, and by those of the participants (ibid). Thus, acknowledging my positionality in
this research contributes to the trustworthiness of the results.

I am an able-bodied, straight, 40-year-old white woman, with a graduate degree
and a savings account. I live on a very small income and I rent my home, but I do not
experience economic precarity in the same way that many renters do, nor the added
challenges of a marginalized identity. At the same time, I have held over seventy jobs
(including low-paid, gig economy, quasi-legal, and manual labor), have always been a
low-income single earner household, and have never considered myself a part of the
mainstream of American society. This is owing more to my values and lifestyle than how
I might present to a gatekeeper type, to whom I probably seem like a conventional,
educated white lady. Like many women, I was raised to smile, act differential, and try to
avoid conflict whenever possible, which sometimes feels deeply at odds with the way I
would like to express myself. In my view, this is probably the most complex part of my
identity, and also something I have been able to use to my advantage in accessing spaces
of power with subversive intent.

My awareness of tenants’ rights starts with some of my earliest memories. I was
born in “the People’s Republic of Santa Monica" in the summer of 1981. My parents
were both nearly forty, and I was their first and only child. Both of my parents had been
leading what one would describe in that time period as a bohemian life, with progressive
values that were often incongruent with their middle class upbringings in Kansas City
and Washington D.C. Shortly after moving to California in 1977, my mother became the
first volunteer coordinator for the fledgling SMRR, which was waging an aggressive
campaign to implement rent control by local ballot measure. She was galvanized by an
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epidemic of condominium conversions that posed a threat to the city’s large population of
seniors, which also resulted in my parent’s eviction from their rented beach-front home.
This led her to testify in front of City Council in support of a moratorium on conversions,
with a flower tucked behind her ear.

My parents separated when I was almost three years old, and neither of them
remarried. My mother and I lived in a house they jointly owned in Venice, from that time
until I left for college at age eighteen. My father lived in the same rent stabilized Santa
Monica apartment building for over 30 years. His residence in the city gave me access to
public schools that were considered to be of much higher quality than those by our
Venice home. Though I had friends who lived in apartments, throughout my childhood I
took the experience of living in a home we owned for granted. At the same time, I did not
have the suburban upbringing typical of many white people of my generation. This is
something I am deeply thankful for, and has been intrinsic to how I understand the world.

Venice was a diverse area comprising several neighborhoods, with substantial
Black and Latino populations. Specifically, the Oakwood neighborhood was one of the
only places Black families could own property on the westside of Los Angeles for much
of the twentieth century, so there was (and still is to a lesser extent) a multi-generational
Black community in that area with a rich history. Additionally, migration from central
Mexico in the late 1980s and early 1990s expanded the Latino community, and in
particular the Oaxaquefio community from the state of Oaxaca. Venice also has a history
of being an artist enclave, and is home to the famous Venice Boardwalk. Though Venice
has a vibrant history and culture, my neighborhood also suffered the ravages of gang
violence during the crack-cocaine epidemic of the late 1980s and early 1990s. During this
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time Venice was known as “the slum by the sea”, and people would actively avoid the
area. | vividly remember that Domino’s pizza had a policy of only delivering to certain
sections of the neighborhood after dark, and my house made the cut by about a half
block.

Returning to Los Angeles in my early 20s, I found a cheap apartment in the
Sunset Junction area of Silver Lake, which was in mid-stage gentrification. The
neighborhood was a mix of low-income immigrant families, ‘creatives’, white collar
professionals, and longtime LGBTQ residents, and this diversity was evident in the
variety of businesses on Sunset Boulevard. Almost all of the residents in my sixteen
apartment 1928 building were Latino families, crowded into studios the same size as
mine. The building was rent-stabilized, and I paid $690 when I moved in and $820 when
I moved out nine years later. Over those years I saw the neighborhood change
significantly, while most of the families in my building remained. I moved to Portland in
early 2014, and have lived in my Kenton rental home since then. Shortly after moving to
Portland and learning about the dearth of tenant rights protections, I started volunteering
with the Community Alliance of Tenants, where I worked on the renters’ rights hotline
and then spent the summer of 2016 as the hotline supervisor. Over these two years I
talked to hundreds of renters who were deeply stressed, scared, and whose life was in
upheaval.

In the summer of 2018, I began splitting my time between Los Angeles and
Portland due to my mother’s terminal illness. I decided to use this time as an opportunity
to support tenant activist efforts to pass Proposition 10, and I began interviewing and
photographing people in the area who lived in rent-controlled homes. Based on what I
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learned from this project, it was obvious there was an important human element of the
rent control debate that was being completely missed in both academic research and
popular discourse about the policy. Project participants reported a wide range of positive
benefits they attributed directly to the rent control, ranging from a holistic sense of
stability, to financial savings that were substantial enough to allow for a career change or
return to school.

Around this time I began to consider Dr. Karen Gibson's suggestion of returning
to the Urban Studies program to get my doctorate, and this project felt like the seed of a
dissertation topic. I also began volunteering with Portland Tenants United (PTU) on their
Organizing Committee, to join the fight for stronger renter protections, and be involved
in housing justice on a deeper level than I had up to that point. After that [ became PTU’s
delegate to the Autonomous Tenant Union Network (ATUN) of North America, where I
have had the privilege of learning about tenant struggles and organizing strategies from
people across the US and Canada.

My mother passed away in early November of 2018. The house I grew up in was
torn down earlier that year, my beloved childhood neighborhood diner closed, and the
places where I grew up are now the two most expensive rental markets in the Los
Angeles area. I am forever priced out of my home environment, which has changed
beyond recognition (see Figure 4). My embodied understanding of change, my own deep
feelings of attachments to different places, and my empathy toward others’ experiences is
the foundation of all my academic and creative work. I draw from my personal
experiences and emotions to understand and empathize with my participants. When I
interview a renter, it is with the lived experience of precarity inherent in all tenancies. At
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the same time, I also acknowledge that everyone’s indiv