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ABSTRACT		

The	research	explores	the	housing	association	sector	using	foundational	economy	theory.	It	aims	

to	 understand	 to	 what	 extent	 housing	 associations	 are	 driven	 and	 behave	 according	 to	

foundational	 economy	 principles,	 and	 to	 induct	 a	 theory	 explaining	 this	 relationship.	 Such	 a	

relationship	has	never	been	explored	 in	 the	existing	 literature	on	social	housing	or	 foundational	

economy.	Moreover,	foundational	economy	concepts	have	never	been	formalised	into	a	matrix	to	

evaluate	sectors'	practices	and	motivations.	The	project	aims	to	fill	these	research	gaps.	Twenty-

two	 experts	 and	 senior	 members	 of	 staff	 from	 twelve	 housing	 associations	 and	 four	 public	 or	

umbrella	 bodies	 have	 been	 interviewed,	 collecting	 qualitative	 data	 on	 practices,	 drivers,	 and	

perceived	enablers	and	barriers.	Data	has	been	analysed	through	a	coding	method	to	induct	the	

following	 theory:	 HAs	 understand	 and	 behave	 accordingly	 to	 social	 franchise	 and	 chain-value	

principles,	showcase	a	good	balance	between	social	 return	and	commercial	objectives,	but	have	

not	 fully	 understood	 the	 importance	 of	 a	 socially	 responsible	 financial	 system.	 The	 research's	

findings	 permit	 to	 include	 HA	 sector	 as	 a	 key	 element	 in	 the	 foundational	 economy's	 reform	

agenda,	and	to	design	a	series	of	recommendations	to	promote	the	social	housing	sector.	
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1.	INTRODUCTION		

On	March	30
th
	 2016,	 Tata	 Steel	 announced	 its	 intention	 to	 sell	 loss-making	UK	business,	with	 a	

potential	direct	loss	of	15,000	jobs	in	the	whole	UK,	one	third	of	which	(5,500)	in	Port	Talbot	alone	

(BBC	2016).	The	crisis	is	the	result	of	a	Chinese	glut	of	steel,	which	led	the	country	to	sell	outputs	

at	an	exceptionally	low	price,	outpricing	UK	steel	(NEF	2016).		

It	 is	 not	 the	 first	 time	Wales	 is	 experiencing	 the	 consequences	 of	 global	 competition	 and	 the	

unstable	nature	of	foreigner	investments.	As	a	response	to	coal	and	steel	industry	decline	during	

the	 80s,	 Wales	 was	 able	 to	 attract	 a	 spectacular	 amount	 of	 international	 investments,	 mainly	

thanks	to	its	low	cost	of	labour:	14%	of	all	UK	Foreign	Direct	Investment	(FDI)	were	directed	to	the	

nation,	with	one	out	of	three	Welsh	workers	employed	in	a	foreign-owned	firm	(Meadway	2013).	

However,	 the	 increasing	 global	 competition	 and	 the	 opportunity	 to	 relocate	 production	 in	

countries	with	 even	 cheaper	 cost	 of	 labour	 (e.g.	 China)	 drove	 foreign	 industries	 to	move	entire	

plants	out	of	the	county.	This	phenomenon	led	to	loss	of	direct	and	indirect	jobs,	decline	of	town	

centres	(most	of	them	located	in	ex-mining	communities	in	the	Valleys	or	ex-industrial	centres	on	

the	 South	 Wales	 coast),	 and	 eventually	 long-term	 deprivation	 and	 social	 exclusion.	

Notwithstanding	 the	 risk	 of	 relying	 on	 foreign	 investments	 to	 promote	 economic	 prosperity,	

Welsh	 industrial	policy	continues	to	bet	on	the	attraction	of	foreign-owned	big	firms	and	on	the	

manufacturing	 sector,	 chasing	 "an	 implausible	 acceleration	 in	 Welsh	 growth	 rates"	 (Brill	 et	 al.	

2015,	p.6).		

The	 Centre	 for	 Research	 on	 Socio-Cultural	 Change	 (CRESC)	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Manchester	

proposes	 a	 different	 approach	 to	 Welsh	 economic	 policy,	 paying	 new	 attention	 to	 the	

foundational	economy	 (Brill	et	al.	2015).	Foundational	economy	 is	a	new	definition	 for	all	 those	

sectors	 that	 deliver	mundane	 goods	 and	 services	 like	 food	 distribution,	 utilities,	 retail	 banking,	

education,	 social	 care	 services	 and	 housing	 (Adamson	 and	 Lang	 2015;	 Bentham	 et	 al.	 2013a).		

These	 sectors	 are	 indispensable	 for	 everyday	 functioning	 of	 communities;	 they	 are	 thus	

territorially	distributed	and	employ	almost	40%	of	total	UK	workforce.	At	the	same	time,	they	are	

dependent	on	households'	expenditures	and	bound	to	specific	communities.	CRESC's	researchers	

propose	an	economic	strategy	centred	on	foundational	economy,	claiming	it	would	deliver	more	

sustainable	and	horizontally	distributed	economic	prosperity,	sheltered	from	relocation	and	global	

market	competition.		
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However,	 since	 foundational	 economy	 is	 somehow	 "politically	 licensed"	 by	 communities,	

foundational	economy	actors	have	"obligations	to	the	collectives"	and	should	be	asked	to	"meet	

certain	 social	 standards"	 (Bentham	 et	 al.	 2013a,	 p.4).	 They	 should	 thus	 promote	 communities'	

socio-economic	development,	assure	value	for	all	stakeholders	in	their	supply	chain,	rethink	their	

corporate	values	in	a	collectivist	fashion	and	implement	sustainable	practices.		

Under	a	foundational	economy	lens,	the	social	housing	sector	is	particularly	interesting	for	a	series	

of	 reasons.	 Firstly,	 it	 addresses	 a	 foundational	 need	 for	 the	 most	 disadvantaged	 strata	 of	 the	

population,	thus	providing	a	social	service	and	disclosing	commitment	to	communities.	Secondly,	

it	showcases	a	wide	procurement	chain	-	both	for	construction	and	maintenance	of	housing	stocks	

and	 for	 services	 to	 tenants	 -	 involving	 a	 number	 of	 other	 foundational	 economy	 actors	 (utility	

companies,	social	care	charities	etc.).	Lastly,	one	of	its	key	players	-	housing	associations	-	presents	

a	 particular	 corporate	 structure	 in	 between	 public,	 private	 and	 volunteer	 organisation,	 and	 a	

particular	 corporate	 ethos,	 aiming	 not	 only	 to	 provide	 social	 accommodations	 but	 to	 trigger	 a	

wider	 regeneration	 effect	 on	 people	 and	 communities.	 The	 Welsh	 social	 housing	 sector	 is	

particularly	 interesting	due	 to	 its	 tradition	of	communitarian	values	 (Mullins,	Murie	and	Leather	

2006;	Malpass	2005),	the	devolved	powers	of	Welsh	Government	in	term	of	housing	policies,	and	

its	 variegated	 cohort	 of	 small	 and	medium	 housing	 associations	 and	 registered	 social	 landlords	

(Conaty	2015;	Morgan	and	Price	2011).	

A	number	of	 research	works	 focus	on	 specific	 foundational	 economy	 sectors,	 analysing	 internal	

dynamics	 and	 the	 extent	 to	which	 they	 are	 operating	 in	 a	 "foundational	way".	 However,	 these	

pieces	of	research	address	a	 limited	number	of	sectors,	namely	food	distribution,	retail	banking,	

broadband,	 transportation	 and	 adult	 social	 care	 (Brill	 et	 al.	 2015;	 Bowman	 2014).	 Even	 though	

social	housing	 is	a	key	part	of	foundational	economy,	 it	has	received	little	or	no	attention	in	the	

foundational	 economy	 literature,	 especially	 in	 term	 of	 empirical	 research.	 In	 particular,	 no	

academic	 work	 has	 ever	 explored	 the	 potential	 connections	 between	 housing	 associations'	

motivations	 and	practices	 and	 foundational	 economy	 concepts.	 Event	 though	 the	 structure	 and	

actions	of	the	sector	provide	reasons	to	believe	that	some	sort	of	relation	exists,	this	link	remains	

unexplored,	and	so	does	the	research	gap.	This	dissertation	aims	to	fill	this	gap	and	to	generate	a	

theory	describing	the	relation	between	these	two	elements.		

The	 dissertation	 is	 organised	 into	 six	 chapters.	 Chapter	 2	 explains	 in	more	 details	 the	 research	

problem,	 aim	 and	 objectives.	 Chapter	 3	 analyses	 the	 literature	 on	 foundational	 economy	 to	

identify	main	concepts,	 followed	by	a	conceptual	application	of	 these	 ideas;	aim	of	chapter	3	 is	
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generating	 a	 conceptual	 synthesis	 for	 the	 research.	 Chapter	 4	 explores	 the	 research	 strategy,	

presenting	 the	methodology	and	methods	used	 to	 collect	 and	analyse	data.	Chapter	5	presents	

the	findings,	while	chapter	6	draws	conclusions	and	recommendations	for	the	improvement	of	the	

sector	and	for	further	research.		

2.	RESEARCH	PROBLEM,	AIM	AND	OBJECTIVES			

2.1	Research	Problem	

The	research	problem	is	connected	with	the	lack	of	academic	research	exploring	the	relationship	

between	 Housing	 Associations'	 practices	 and	 foundation	 economy	 concepts.	 While	 there	 is	 an	

extensive	 literature	 analysing	 HAs'	 regeneration	 efforts,	 positive	 impact	 on	 local	 economy,	 and	

institutional	dynamics	 (especially	 the	 tension	between	social	 values	and	commercial	objectives),	

no	 link	 with	 foundational	 economy	 has	 been	 drawn	 until	 now,	 partly	 because	 of	 the	 relative	

novelty	of	the	concept.	Failing	to	understand	social	housing	from	a	foundational	economy	point	of	

view	 may	 do	 harm	 to	 the	 sector,	 which	 could	 possibly	 be	 part	 of	 the	 policy	 reform	 agenda	

advocated	 by	 foundational	 economy	 experts.	On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 research	 gap	 reduces	 the	

scope	 of	 the	 foundational	 economy	 discourse,	 which	 could	 find	 in	 the	 social	 housing	 sector	 a	

"testing	field"	for	its	revolutionary	theory,	and	in	HAs	an	ally	and	a	key	actor	of	change.	

Addressing	 the	 research	 problem	 described	 above	 unfolds	 a	 secondary	 research	 gap:	 in	 the	

available	 literature	 on	 foundational	 economy,	 there	 is	 neither	 a	 structured	 formalisation	 of	 FE	

concepts,	 nor	 a	 FE	 framework	 of	 indicators	 to	 qualitatively	 or	 quantitatively	 analyse	 business	

sectors.	The	researcher	believes	that	the	lack	of	such	formalisation	limits	the	potentialities	of	FE,	

which	 cannot	evaluate	 sectors	and	 corporate	actions	according	 to	a	 clearly	defined	metric.	 This	

reduces	the	capacity	of	FE	to	explain	and	measure	phenomena,	and	undermines	its	diffusion	as	a	

practical	political	and	economic	paradigm.		

2.2	Research	Aim		

The	 research	aims	 to	generate	a	 theory	describing	 the	 relationship	between	 the	Welsh	Housing	

Association	sector	and	foundational	economy.	The	Welsh	context	was	chosen	for	three	reasons:	

firstly,	 the	 particularities	 of	 the	 social	 housing	 sector	 in	 the	 nation.	 Secondly,	 the	 attention	

foundational	economy	studies	have	already	paid	to	Wales	 in	past	publications	 (Brill	et	al.	2015).	

Thirdly,	the	appetite	for	foundational	economy	reforms	demonstrated	by	Welsh	Government	and	
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other	 political	 actors	 (Conaty	 2015;	 Chapman	 et	 al.	 2015;	 Brill	 et	 al.	 2015;	 Adamson	 and	 Lang	

2014).		

In	 order	 to	 generate	 a	 theory,	 a	 series	 of	 objectives	 need	 to	 be	 achieved.	 The	 first	 step	 is	 the	

conceptualisation	 of	 foundational	 economy.	 The	 researcher	will	 identify	 key	 concepts	 from	 the	

existing	 literature,	 and	 will	 formalise	 them	 in	 a	 coherent	 structure.	 Following	 this	 step,	 the	

researcher	 aims	 to	 explore	 the	 HA	 sector	 in	 search	 of	 evidences	 of	 behaviours	 that	 can	 be	

classified	as	foundational	practices.	A	conceptual	synthesis	linking	foundational	economy	concepts	

and	the	Welsh	social	housing	context	will	be	created	to	guide	the	identification	of	such	practices.	

However,	 the	 simple	 occurrence	 of	 practices	 in	 line	 with	 FE	 is	 not	 sufficient	 to	 establish	 a	

connection:	a	causality	relation	between	motivations	and	actions	must	be	demonstrated.	It	is	thus	

not	only	 important	what	HAs	do,	but	why	 they	do	 it.	Understanding	motivations	and	drivers	of	

HAs	is	thus	one	of	the	objectives	of	the	research.	Exploring	perceived	enablers	and	barriers	is	part	

of	this	objective	as	well,	since	they	have	a	role	in	influencing	behaviours.	Finally,	once	the	actions	

performed	 by	 HAs	 have	 been	 clarified	 and	 the	 range	 of	 motivations	 has	 been	 identified,	 it	 is	

possible	 to	compare	 these	 findings	with	 the	conceptual	 synthesis	 to	 identify	 commonalities	and	

differences	between	HAs'	dynamics	and	FE	concepts,	inducting	the	theory	from	the	data.		

To	 better	 understand	 the	 various	 objectives,	 they	 can	 be	 summarised	 into	 a	 series	 of	 research	

questions:	

Q1:	 To	 what	 extent	 Housing	 Associations	 perform	 practices	 that	 are	 in	 line	 with	 foundational	

economy	principles?	

Q2:	What	are	the	motivations	driving	such	practices?	What	barriers	and	enablers	influence	these	

motivations?	

Q3:	What	type	of	connection	link	Housing	Association's	sector	and	foundational	economy?	

To	answer	the	above	issues,	a	preliminary	question	must	be	addressed:	

Q0:	What	concepts	can	be	identified	to	formalise	FE	into	an	analytical	framework?	

Q0	has	been	answer	through	an	in-depth	discourse	analysis	of	the	literature	review.	Q1	has	been	

answered	through	semi-structured	interviews	with	experts	and	HAs'	leaders,	and	partially	through	

preliminary	interviews	and	documentary	analysis.	Q2	has	been	answered	through	the	analysis	of	

qualitative	 data	 collected	 through	 semi-structured	 interviews	with	 HAs	 and	 experts,	 while	 Q3's	

answer	is	the	result	of	a	comparison	between	findings	and	FE	concepts.	
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2.3	Societal	relevance		

The	research	may	contribute	to	the	development	of	 foundational	economy	as	a	political	agenda	

and	economic	strategy	for	Wales.		

	The	 theory	 enjoys	 growing	 attention	 in	 the	 social	 and	 political	 discourse,	 being	 advocated	 by	

private	 and	 third	 sector	 organisations	 (e.g.	 Welsh	 Cooperative	 Centre,	 Federation	 of	 Small	

Business	 etc.)	 and	 governmental	 institutions	 (e.g.	 National	 Assembly	 for	 Wales'	 Communities,	

Equality	and	Local	Government	Committee)	(Conaty	2015;	Chapman	et	al.	2015;	Brill	et	al.	2015).	

Such	a	resonance	can	be	attributed	to	a	specific	piece	of	work,	the	Deep	Place	Study	on	Tredegar	

(Adamson	 and	 Lang	 2014),	 which	 explicitly	 employs	 a	 foundational	 economy	 approach.	 The	

research	 ignited	 an	 interesting	 debate	 in	Wales,	 and	 influenced	 in	 some	extent	 the	 new	Welsh	

sustainable	 development	 flagship	 legislations,	 the	Wellbeing	 of	 Future	 Generations	 Act	 (Welsh	

Government	2015a).		

A	strong	relationship	between	HA	sector	and	foundational	economy	would	identify	the	former	as	

a	new	area	where	 to	 test	and	advocate	 for	FE	practices.	Moreover,	HAs	may	 turn	 into	a	 strong	

lobby	group	advocating	for	an	economic	paradigm	shift.	Including	the	social	housing	sector	into	a	

comprehensive	foundational	economy	strategy	can	thus	 improve	its	potential	 impact	and	gather	

wider	support.		

At	 the	 same	 time,	 generating	 a	 theory	 liaising	 foundational	 economy	 and	 social	 housing	 sector	

may	be	beneficial	for	HAs.	If	a	positive	relation	is	drawn,	registered	social	landlords	may	become	

central	 actors	 into	 the	 new	 economic	 paradigm,	 covering	 an	 important	 role	 in	 this	 political	

agenda.	Even	 though	 there	 is	no	certainties	 for	 the	FE's	 reform	project	 to	be	 implemented,	any	

positive	 development	 in	 that	 direction	will	 benefit	HAs.	 Finally,	 the	 research	 generates	 a	 list	 of	

recommendations	for	policy-makers	to	support	the	social	housing	sector.		

In	 conclusion,	 the	 research	 has	 a	 catalysing	 effect	 in	 spreading	 and	 expanding	 the	 FE	 reform	

agenda.	 Notwithstanding	 different	 judgements	 on	 the	 values	 and	 benefits	 of	 such	 agenda,	 it	 is	

undeniable	 that	 FE	 may	 radically	 change	 our	 economic	 development	 strategy	 and	 have	 a	

widespread	impact	on	society.	
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2.4	Academic	relevance		

The	 research	 holds	 academic	 relevance	 in	 term	 of	 its	 contribution	 to	 foundational	 economy	

theory,	filling	the	gap	in	the	literature	and	formalising	FE	concepts.		

One	 of	 the	 theoretical	 challenges	 of	 FE	 is	 the	 transformation	 from	 a	 discourse	 to	 an	 economic	

paradigm.	 To	 achieve	 that,	 it	must	 present	 normative	 principles,	 but	 also	 develop	 a	 framework	

that	 permits	 to	 measure	 impact	 of	 foundational	 sectors	 in	 the	 local	 economy	 and	 evaluate	

compliance	to	these	principles.	Such	a	framework	must	be	applicable	to	all	sectors	of	foundational	

economy,	 to	 permit	 an	 evaluation	 of	 the	 local	 economy	 as	 a	 whole	 and	 ensure	 comparability	

among	sectors.	The	lack	of	such	formalisation	thus	represents	a	theoretical	limitation,	preventing	

more	 rigorous	 qualitative	 and	 quantitative	 analysis,	 understanding	 of	 the	 local	 economy	 as	 a	

whole,	and	eventually	the	capacity	to	generate	normative	recommendations.		

This	sort	of	rationale	has	a	precedent	in	the	creative	economy	discourse	(Florida	2014).	After	the	

formalisation	 of	 the	 concept,	 a	 number	 of	 measurement	 frameworks	 has	 been	 developed	 "to	

assess	the	economic	impact	of	the	creative	economy,	and	are	useful	to	measure	the	effectiveness	

of	political	decisions"	(Correia	and	Costa	2014,	p.7).	While	Florida's	creative	economy	is	antithetic	

to	FE	in	term	of	aims	and	objectives	(Engelen	et	al.	2014),	its	approach	to	develop	a	measurement	

framework	can	be	replicated.	

The	 research	 contributes	 to	 this	 effort	 formalising	 FE	 concepts	 and	 using	 them	 to	 evaluate	

practices	in	a	specific	sector.	Such	formalisation	is	the	first	step	to	develop,	in	the	future,	a	more	

comprehensive	 evaluation	 framework,	 complete	 of	 indicators	 and	 variables.	 There	 is	 no	

presumption	for	this	formalisation	to	be	the	only	possible	or	most	accurate	one.	It	simply	aims	to	

initiate	 a	 discussion	 on	 the	 topic	 and	 to	 be	 a	 first	 step	 in	 the	 right	 direction.	 Hopefully,	 other	

academics	 will	 revise	 this	 formalisation	 (or	 generate	 a	 completely	 new	 one),	 and	 eventually	

generate	a	standardised	foundational	economy	framework.	

Secondly,	 the	 research	aims	 to	generate	a	new	 theory	 combining	existing	knowledge,	 filling	 the	

research	gap	in	the	both	fields	of	social	housing	and	foundational	economy.	Being	the	first	study	

to	date	explicitly	analysing	HAs	 in	a	foundational	way,	 it	sheds	a	new	light	on	the	social	housing	

sector	 and	permits	 to	understand	 internal	dynamics	 and	drivers	 from	a	different	perspective.	 It	

thus	 contributes	 to	 the	 housing	 research	 literature,	 presenting	 a	 new	 way	 to	 explore	 housing	

dynamics	 and	 phenomena	 that	 can	 be	 applied	 to	 different	 contexts	 (e.g.	 English	 HAs'	 sector,	

councils'	housing	sector,	etc.).	It	also	expands	the	scope	of	foundational	economy	research,	testing	
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how	effective	FE	 is	 in	explaining	phenomena	outside	its	usual	area	of	 interest	(food	distribution,	

retail	banking,	utilities),	and	showcases	a	new	set	of	practices	analysed	according	to	FE	concepts.	

In	conclusion,	the	research	discloses	an	original	and	novel	approach,	combines	existing	academic	

knowledge,	generates	a	new	theory	to	explain	phenomena,	and	permits	to	better	understand	the	

HA	sector	as	a	whole.	
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3.	LINKING	FOUNDATIONAL	ECONOMY	AND	AFFORDABLE	HOUSING	SECTOR		

The	 first	 step	of	 the	research	 involves	an	 in-depth	 literature	review	to	understand	the	structure	

and	mechanisms	of	the	HA	sector,	identify	main	concepts	of	FE	and	explore	the	Welsh	context	as	a	

whole.	 These	 three	 elements	 are	 necessary	 to	 understand	 the	 HA	 sector	 under	 a	 foundational	

economy	lens:	as	a	result,	a	conceptual	synthesis	will	be	created,	which	will	guide	the	analysis	of	

behaviours,	drivers,	enablers	and	barriers	of	Housing	Associations	in	Wales.		

The	 chapter	 is	 thus	 organised	 into	 four	 sections,	 to	 comprehensively	 explore	 these	 elements:	

firstly,	 the	 unit	 of	 analysis	 -	 Housing	 Associations	 -	 will	 be	 described	 in	 detail.	 This	will	 set	 the	

scene	for	the	three	following	parts.	The	second	section	examines	foundational	economy	literature	

to	extract	key	concepts	and	ideas;	the	third	section	explores	 in	general	the	external	context	and	

HA	 sector	 in	 the	 specific	 to	 identify	 links	 with	 FE	 concepts.	 The	 last	 section	 will	 present	 the	

conceptual	synthesis.			

3.1	Getting	to	know	the	key	players:	definition	and	origins	of	Housing	Associations		

Understanding	 the	mechanism	and	dynamics	of	 the	principal	unit	of	analysis	 is	 fundamental	 for	

the	sake	of	the	research.	The	researcher	started	identifying	the	origins	and	history	of	HAs'	sector,	

and	continued	exploring	Welsh	modern	characteristics.	The	results	of	this	analysis	have	permitted	

to	 understand	 HAs'	 principal	 responsibilities,	 service	 delivery	 mechanism,	 corporate	 structure,	

relations	 with	 governmental	 institutions	 and	 the	 context	 they	 operate	 in	 (political,	 economic,	

social	and	legislative).	This	insight	has	been	instrumental	not	only	to	design	the	conceptual	model,	

but	especially	during	interviews	with	experts	and	leaders.	

Housing	 Association	 (HA)	 is	 a	 collective	 name	 for	 independent	 not-for-profit	 organisations	

established	 with	 the	 purpose	 of	 providing	 rented	 accommodation	 below	 market	 level	 (UK	

Government	 2012;	 Mullins,	 Murie	 and	 Leather	 2006;	 Pawson	 2006).	 While	 some	 housing	

association	traces	 its	root	back	to	the	philanthropic	charities	of	the	Victorian	era	(Blessing	2014;	

Pawson	 2006;	Malpass	 2005;	 Stone	 2003;	Malpass	 1999),	 it	 is	 recognised	 by	 several	 academics	

that	 most	 HAs	 currently	 active	 has	 been	 funded	 after	 the	 70s.	 HAs	 experienced	 very	 slow	

development	during	the	XX	century,	when	provision	of	social	housing	was	almost	monopolised	by	

local	councils.	The	rise	of	HAs	starting	in	the	mid	1970	is	connected	with	the	crisis	of	the	Keynesian	

welfare	 state	 and	 with	 the	 election	 of	 Margaret	 Thatcher	 as	 prime	 minister	 (Blessing	 2014,	
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Malpass	2000,	Malpass	1999).	The	right-wing	government	aimed	to	transform	local	councils	from	

providers	of	 social	housing	 to	enablers,	 leaving	 to	 the	private	 sector	 the	 role	of	developing	and	

managing	social	houses.	 In	an	effort	to	find	a	middle	ground	between	private	market	and	public	

delivery,	HAs	were	 identified	as	the	best	actor.	Their	number	and	size	rose	all	over	the	country,	

while	"between	1979	and	2001	total	government	investment	in	social	sector	housing	declined	by	

65%	 in	 real	 term"	 (IWA	 2006,p.22;	 Mullins	 and	 Pawson	 2010;	 Pawson	 2006;	 Malpass	 2005,	

Malpass	 and	Mullins	 2002,	 Malpass	 2001,	 Malpass	 1999).	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 Right-to-Buy,	

introduced	by	 the	Housing	Act	 1980,	 depleted	 the	 local	 councils'	 housing	 stock	 (130,000	Welsh	

houses	sold	between	1980	and	2003,	representing	a	depletion	of	45%	of	the	social	housing	stock)	

and	polarised	the	social	structure	of	tenants	(Devine	2016,	Deans	2016,	IWA	2006).		Social	houses	

change	from	a	"subsidised	form	of	housing	for	the	fairly	affluent	working	class"	into	"a	safety	net	

for	those	who	could	not	afford	to	rent	their	own	house"	(IWA	2006,	p.	23).	

Large-scale	voluntary	transfers	(LSVTs)	played	a	central	role	in	the	dismantling	of	the	government-

controlled	 structure.	 LSVT	 entails	 a	 transfer	 of	 the	ownership	 of	 the	 housing	 stock	 from	a	 local	

council	to	a	Housing	Association,	subordinated	to	a	positive	ballot	among	the	current	tenants.	In	

England,	 the	 tool	 has	 been	widely	 used,	 signing	 an	 even	 sharper	 development	 of	 big	 scale	HAs	

(Pawson	 2006).	On	 the	 other	 hand,	Wales	 did	 not	 experience	 any	 transfer	 until	 2003,	with	 the	

result	that	the	size	of	traditional	HAs	is	consistently	smaller	that	English	counterparts	(Whittaker	

2015,	Mullins,	Murie,	and	Leather	2006).	The	transfer	process,	often	referred	to	as	residualisation,	

still	 ignites	 debate	 in	 the	 academic	 community,	which	 have	 analysed	 in	 depth	 the	 privatisation	

versus	modernisation	nature	(Mullins	and	Pawson	2010),	governance	implications	(Czischke,	Gruis,	

and	Mullins	 2012,	Malpass	 and	Mullins	 2002),	 democratic	 bases	 (Blessing	 2014),	 and	 economic	

effects	 (Davidson	et	al.	2009).	The	researcher	categorises	LSVTs	as	social	enterprises	part	of	 the	

third	 sector,	 putting	 them	 on	 the	 same	 level	 of	 traditional	 HAs.	 Social	 enterprises	 are	 thus	

considered	 a	 hybrid	 model	 in	 between	 state,	 private	 sector	 and	 civil	 society:	 their	 position	

between	these	three	domains	is	the	result	of	the	opposing	tension	between	social	and	commercial	

values.	

With	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 National	 Assembly	 for	 Wales	 in	 1997,	 social	 housing	 and	 building	

regulations	 have	 been	 devolved	 to	 the	Welsh	Government	 (Whittaker	 2015).	 In	 the	 last	 fifteen	

years,	WG	has	 introduced	a	series	of	 interesting	 reforms,	such	as	permitting	 local	authorities	 to	

suspend	the	Right-to-Buy	regulation,	and	the	introduction	of	the	Welsh	Housing	Quality	Standard	

in	2002	(WHQS)	 (Whittaker	2015).	The	WHQS	sets	 the	quality	 requirements	social	housing	units	
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had	 to	 achieve	 by	 2012	 (later	 postponed	 to	 2020):	 the	 regulation	 is	more	 demanding	 than	 the	

English	 counterpart	 -	 the	 Decent	 Home	 Standard	 -	 in	 various	 fields,	 in	 particular	 design	 and	

environmental	sustainability.	The	WHQS	initiated	a	revolution	in	the	Welsh	social	housing	sector:	

the	appearance	of	 LSVTs	 (Whittaker	2015).	 Faced	with	 the	difficulties	 to	achieve	 such	 standard,	

many	 local	 authorities	 deemed	more	 effective	 to	 transfer	 ownership	 and	management	 of	 their	

units	to	newly	formed	Housing	Associations,	and	balloted	tenants	to	achieve	a	transfer.	Out	of	the	

14	 local	 authorities	where	 tenants	 voted,	10	approved	 the	 transfer,	 and	 the	 first	 LSVT	 in	Wales	

was	 established	 in	 Bridgend	 in	 2003	 (Valleys	 to	 Coast).	 This	wave	of	 transfer	 introduced	 a	 new	

actor	in	the	Welsh	housing	association	sector,	which	found	itself	divided	between	traditional	HAs	

and	LSVTs.	

Even	though	in	term	of	practices	and	objectives	we	can	group	LSVTs	and	traditional	HAs	under	the	

same	 category	 of	 Housing	 Association	 (or	 Registered	 Social	 Landlord,	 RSL),	 a	 number	 of	

differences	can	be	identified.	In	term	of	size,	most	traditional	housing	associations	are	in	charge	of	

very	small	stocks,	managing	between	10	to	4,000	social	rented	units.	Only	a	handful	of	traditional	

HAs	 are	 comparable	 in	 size	 with	 the	 biggest	 LSVTs,	 which	 manage	 between	 4,000	 and	 10,000	

social	rented	units	(StatWales	2015).	Even	though	these	numbers	are	high	in	a	Welsh	context,	they	

are	far	from	those	of	England,	where	several	HAs	manage	stocks	bigger	than	10,000	social	rented	

units	(Whitehead	2007).	In	term	of	geographic	distribution,	LSVTs	are	bound	to	develop	inside	the	

boundaries	 of	 their	 local	 authority,	 resulting	 in	 a	 geographically	 concentrated	 stock,	 while	

traditional	HAs	(especially	the	bigger	ones)	have	the	opportunity	to	apply	for	Social	Housing	Grant	

in	a	wider	remit	of	local	authorities	(Nicholas	2015).	Both	traditional	HAs	and	LSVTs	are	Registered	

Social	Landlords,	making	them	not-for-profit	organisations	that	must	reinvest	all	surpluses	into	the	

improvement	of	the	services	they	deliver:	most	of	them	are	mutual	societies,	meaning	that	they	

are	owned	by	 the	members	 (i.e.	 tenants)	 and	managed	 in	 their	 behalf,	 as	well	 as	being	 limited	

company.	Some	HAs	are	registered	charities	as	well,	especially	the	smallest	traditional	one	(Welsh	

Government	2016).	 	

To	 summarise,	 we	 can	 defined	 HAs	 as	 one	 of	 the	main	 actors	 (together	with	 local	 councils)	 in	

charge	of	the	provision	of	accommodation	below	market	rent	to	the	most	disadvantage	strata	of	

society.	 Due	 to	 the	 nature	 of	 their	 business,	 HAs	 present	 a	 commitment	 to	 tackle	 poverty	 and	

social	exclusion,	an	 interest	toward	the	betterment	of	tenants	 living	conditions,	and	a	corporate	
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structure	 that	 categorise	 them	 in	 between	 public	 actors,	 a	 private	 bodies	 and	 a	 civil	 society	

organisations.		

3.2	Foundational	economy	in	the	academic	literature		

3.2.1	Definition	of	foundational	economy		

Foundational	economy	theory	advocates	for	the	promotion	of	a	newly	defined	economic	sector,	

encompassing	 all	 those	 foundational	 activities	 that	 provide	 mundane	 goods	 and	 services,	 are	

sheltered	from	international	competition,	are	territorially	distributed	and	employ	a	relevant	share	

of	national	workforce.	Foundational	economy	academics	criticise	the	current	UK	industrial	policy,	

focused	 on	 the	 promotion	 of	 few	 technology-driven	 sectors	 (such	 as	 life	 sciences	 and	

pharmaceuticals,	 aerospace,	 car	 production,	 and	 advanced	 manufacturing),	 of	 export-oriented	

manufacturing,	 and	 of	 the	 London-based	 financial	 service	 industry	 (Adamson	 and	 Lang	 2015,	

Bentham	et	al.	2013a,	Bentham	et	al.	2013b).	Notwithstanding	the	impressive	contribution	in	term	

on	regional	GVA	these	sectors	represent,	academics	highlight	the	limited	number	of	people	they	

employ,	the	dependency	to	external	market	forces,	and	the	concentration	of	these	activities	in	a	

limited	 number	 of	 localities	 across	 the	 country	 (namely,	 Thames	 valley	 and	M11	 corridor).	 The	

importance	they	receive	in	economic	analyses	and	political	strategies	is	rooted	in	the	mainstream	

economic	measurement	 system,	which	 interprets	performances	 through	aggregates	 about	GVA,	

income,	 investments	 etc.	 Foundational	 economy	 proposes	 a	 "Gestalt	 flip"	 in	 the	 UK	 industrial	

policy,	moving	from	supporting	few	export-oriented	and	high	tech-driven	industrial	sector	to	focus	

on	the	support	and	development	of	foundational	economy	sectors	(Bentham	et	al.	2013a).	In	this	

sense,	foundational	economy	can	be	considered	a	discourse:	it	is	a	normative	approach	that	does	

not	 simply	 measure	 and	 frame	 the	 economic	 situation	 but	 proposes	 solutions	 to	 reinvent	 it,	

according	to	an	alternative	vision.		

The	 definition	 of	 foundational	 economy	 is	 not	 clear-cut	 and	 no	 structured	 listing	 of	 sectors	 is	

available	in	the	literature	(Blaas	and	Plank	2015).	A	general	framing	is	although	presented	in	the	

Manifesto	for	Foundational	Economy	and	subsequent	works	of	CRESC	(Bowman	2014,	Leaver	and	

Williams	2014,	Bentham	et	al.	2013a,	2013b,	Williams	2013,	Bowman	et	al.	2012).	Foundational	

economy	delivers	mundane	goods	and	services,	which	are	essential	to	everyday	life.	In	this	broad	

definition	we	can	 include	 food	processing	and	 food	distribution,	privatised	utilities	 (energy,	gas,	

broadband	 services,	 etc.),	 public	 transportation,	 retail	 banking,	 health,	 education	 and	 social	

services,	and	the	housing	sector	(Bentham	et	al.	2013a,	Bowman	2014,	Adamson	and	Lang	2015).	
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Moreover,	 foundational	 economy	 research	 has	 demonstrated	 a	 particular	 interest	 on	 the	main	

actors	 of	 these	 sectors,	 analysing	 market	 strategies	 and	 supply-chain	 approaches	 of	 big	

supermarkets,	 major	 utility	 companies	 and	 commercial	 banks	 (Bowman	 2014,	 Bowman	 et	 al.	

2012).	 Since	 foundational	 goods	 and	 services	 are	 required	 on	 every-day	 bases	 by	 citizens,	

foundational	 economy	 actors	 are	 territorially	 distributed	 according	 to	 population	 density,	 and	

employ	almost	40%	of	UK	workforce	(mostly	concentrated	in	the	food	processing	and	distribution	

sectors	and	in	the	health,	education	and	social	care	sectors)	(Adamson	and	Lang	2015Bentham	et	

al.	 2013a,	 Blaas	 and	 Plank	 2015).	 Further	 analyses	 demonstrate	 how	 foundational	 services	

represent	a	relevant	part	of	households'	monthly	consumption	for	every	income	level.	According	

to	a	research	from	Bentham	and	colleagues,	foundational	goods	and	services	represent	34.7%	of	

households'	monthly	 expenditure	 for	 the	 poorest	 quintile,	 and	 25.9%	 for	 the	 richest	 (Bentham	

2013a).	Leaver	and	Williams	(2014)	also	notice	how	foundational	economy	is	not	only	funded	by	

households'	 consumption,	but	 also	by	 general	 taxation,	 since	governmental	 spending	 is	 used	 to	

build	the	infrastructures	necessary	to	foundational	economic	activities	(e.g.	streets,	pipelines	etc.).	

3.2.2	Foundational	economy	concepts	

	Considering	 that	 foundational	economy	 is	 funded	by	households'	 consumption	and	 taxations,	 it	

can	 be	 defined	 as	 "politically	 licensed"	 by	 communities	 and	 the	 government	 (Bowman	 2014,	

Bentham	 et	 al	 2013a,	 2013b,	 Bowman	 et	 al.	 2012).	 Governmental	 institutions	 license	 a	 small	

number	of	private	actors	with	the	right	to	delivery	foundational	economy	services	and	thus	extract	

value	 from	 localities:	 such	 a	 licensing	 is	 explicit	 in	 the	 case	 of	 private-public	 partnership	 in	 the	

social	 care	sector	or	 rail	 franchising.	However,	 it	 can	also	be	 indirect,	as	 in	 the	case	of	planning	

permissions	 for	 supermarkets	 (aimed	 to	 limit	 the	 number	 of	 shops	 in	 specific	 areas	 and	 thus	

reduce	 competition)	 or	 the	 permission	 for	 certain	 Housing	 Associations	 to	 apply	 for	 grants	 in	

specific	 local	authorities.	 In	other	economic	domains,	 such	as	utility	and	commercial	banking,	 is	

the	nature	of	 the	 sector	 that	poses	entrance	barriers	 for	new	actors,	maintaining	a	 situation	of	

oligopoly	where	 customers	 have	 very	 little	 choices	 (Bentham	 et	 al.	 2013a,	 Leaver	 and	Williams	

2014,	Bowman	2014,	Law	and	Williams	2013).	In	practice,	the	actors	in	the	foundational	economy	

operate	 in	 an	 environment	 of	 quasi-monopoly:	 the	 government	 "licenses"	 them	 the	 right	 to	

extract	value	from	localities	sheltered	from	external	competition	(both	national	and	international).	

As	a	consequence,	key	players	hold	the	power	to	manipulate	the	supply-chain	and	the	customers'	

behaviours	for	their	own	private	benefit.		
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The	political	 license	concept	 is	central	for	the	most	normative	aspects	of	foundational	economy.	

Since	the	government	(i.e.	the	citizens)	licenses	private	actors	to	extract	value	from	communities,	

"the	 argument	 is	 that	 in	 return	 for	 their	 sheltered	 existence,	 they	 owe	 something	 to	 those	

communities	or	groups"	 (Law	and	Williams	2014,	p.5,	Bentham	et	al	2013a).	The	type	of	"social	

ask",	or	"social	franchise"	that	need	to	be	created	is	not	rigidly	defined	in	the	current	 literature,	

but	 it	can	be	 identified	through	a	series	of	recurrent	concepts.	 In	their	Manifesto,	Bentham	and	

colleagues	 (2013a)	 identify	 a	 series	 of	 benefits	 that	 companies	 should	 deliver	 to	 communities,	

such	as	reinvesting	money	in	the	local	area,	employ	local	people,	procure	regionally	and	nationally	

from	 SMEs	 and	 other	 grounded	 companies,	 pay	 living	 wage,	 assure	 high	 quality	 working	

environment	and	benefits	to	their	employees,	and	promote	sustainable	practices	in	procurement	

and	 operation.	 In	 term	 of	 connection	with	 localities,	 Brill	 and	 colleagues	 (2013)	 emphasise	 the	

importance	of	grounded	firms,	companies	linked	to	a	specific	local	niche	due	to	their	supply-chain	

structure	and	labour	force	structure.	Grounded	firms	tend	to	be	more	sheltered	from	ownership	

churning	 and	 relocation	 originated	 from	 disruptions	 in	 the	 external	 environment	 (e.g.	 global	

competition).	They	also	tend	to	employ	more	 local	people	than	mobile	 firms	and	retain	most	of	

their	 spending	 locally.	 The	 argument	 of	 Brill	 and	 colleagues	 is	 that	 these	 companies	 should	 be	

helped	 to	develop	and	at	 the	same	time	should	be	asked	 to	 recognise	 their	 social	 responsibility	

toward	 communities.	 In	 their	 article	 on	 the	Guardian,	 Engelen	 and	 colleagues	 (2014)	 emphases	

the	need	to	redistribute	access	to	services:	state	and	market	domains	should	create	the	conditions	

to	 deliver	 adequate	 foundational	 services	 at	 a	 fair	 and	 accessible	 price.	 They	 also	 criticise	 the	

mainstream	 competition-based,	 one-size-fit-all	 vision	 of	 urban	 development,	 and	 advocate	 for	

public	and	private	actors	that	apply	tailor-made	solutions	to	problems	of	individual	localities.		

Foundational	economy	academics	are	also	strongly	critical	toward	a	point-value	rationale	applied	

to	 supply-chain	 dynamics	 (Leaver	 and	 Williams	 2014;	 Bowman	 2014;	 Law	 and	 Williams	 2013;	

Bowman	et	al	2012).	As	we	mentioned	in	the	previous	paragraph,	in	their	supply-chain	actors	aim	

to	reach	the	minimum	cost	and	maximum	profit	in	every	transaction,	demonstrating	a	predatory	

approach	 at	 the	 expenses	 of	 other	 stakeholders.	 Bowman	 and	 colleagues	 (2012)	 analysed	

examples	of	 this	 tendency	 in	 three	key	sectors	 (food	processing	and	distribution,	 retail	banking,	

utilities	 and	 rail	 transportation),	while	 Brill	 and	 colleagues	 (2013)	 focused	 on	 adult	 care.	 In	 the	

supermarkets	 case,	 suppliers	 (especially	Welsh	 dairy	 and	meat	 producers)	 have	 no	 contractual	

power	over	the	prices,	which	are	set	by	the	biggest	four	players	(Bowman	2014).	Retail	banks	and	

broadband	 companies,	 having	 a	 limited	 supply-chain,	 maximise	 value	 at	 the	 expenses	 of	 their	
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customers,	 either	 pressure-selling	 useless	 and	 confusing	 products	 or	 avoiding	 certain	 not	

profitable	 areas	 (e.g.	 rural	 areas)	 (Bowman	 2014;	 Leaver	 and	 Williams	 2014).	 In	 the	 case	 of	

railways	 and	 broadband,	 moreover,	 companies	 maximise	 their	 profit	 rationing	 investment	 in	

infrastructure	improvements,	requiring	the	state	to	burden	these	investments	(Law	and	Williams	

2014).	 Finally,	 in	 residential	 adult	 care	 the	 exploited	 player	 is	 the	 workforce	 itself,	 currently	

underpaid	and	threaten	by	 the	rise	of	 financialised	UK-wide	residential	chains	 (Brill	et	al.	2013).	

These	 are	 only	 some	 example	 of	 how	 big	 players	 manage	 to	 maximise	 value-extraction	 from	

stakeholders	 and	 government	 subsidies	 in	 foundational	 sectors.	As	 a	 result,	 the	public	 sector	 is	

forced	to	spend	resources	in	the	form	of	subsidies	and	benefits	for	communities	impoverished	by	

this	dynamic.	This	is	perfectly	summarised	by	the	words	of	Leaver	and	Williams	(2014,	p.	219):	

"The	state	and	market	regulators	play	the	role	of	useful	idiots	in	this	process	whereby	

profits	 are	 made	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 suppliers,	 customers	 and	 taxpayers	 without	

regard	to	national	objectives	or	social	outcomes."	

Foundational	economy	theory	proposes	a	chain-value	approach.	Considering	that	organisations	in	

the	 foundational	 economy	 are	 socially	 licensed,	 they	 should	 be	 asked	 to	 think	 of	 "value	 as	 a	

stream of	 benefits	 for	 stakeholders	 over	 time"	 (Law	 and	 Williams	 2013,	 p.220).	 This	 concept	

demands	to	consider	long-term	social	and	environmental	impact	(Bentham	et	al.	2013a;	Law	and	

Williams	2013),	and	build	a	connected	procurement	structure	aimed	to	strengthen	actors	 in	 the	

supply-chain	(e.g.	fair	payment	and	benefits	for	consumer	and	suppliers)	(Brill	et	al.	2013).	Among	

these	actors,	particular	attention	 should	be	given	 to	SMEs	and	 third	 sector	organisations	 (TSOs)	

grounded	 in	 the	community,	 targeting	procurement	 toward	 them	and	 improving	 their	 skills	 and	

capacity	 to	 operate	 on	 the	market.	 Chain-value	 approach	 thus	means	 to	 procure	 locally,	 not	 in	

term	of	postcode	 localism	but	defining	the	appropriate	scale	and	the	appropriate	sectors	where	

procurement	can	promote	the	 local	economy	and	at	the	same	time	produce	high	quality	results	

(Williams	2014;	Brill	et	al.	2013).		

The	 financial	 sector	 has	 a	 direct	 impact	 on	 the	 foundational	 economy,	 not	 simply	 because	 it	

provides	borrowing	services	to	key	actors	but	also	because	it	 is	deeply	rooted	in	the	point-value	

mindset.		Bowman	and	colleagues	(2012)	describe	in	detail	own	the	discounted	cash	flow	system,	

the	most	common	system	to	calculate	the	present	value	of	 future	 investments,	"offers	a	way	to	

render	any	financial	stream	to	a	point",	devaluing	the	future	since	"returns	more	that	seven	eight	

years	away	are	worth	almost	nothing"	(p.16).	In	practice,	this	approach	tends	to	discourage	long-

term	investments,	aiming	 instead	to	maximise	the	return	of	short-term	ones.	The	London-based	
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financial	 system	 favours	 those	 non-foundational	 sectors	 that	 assure	 high	 level	 return	 on	

investments,	while	 it	makes	 increasingly	difficult	 to	secure	 financing	 for	 foundational	companies	

operating	 in	 the	 less	 developed	 areas	 of	 the	 country.	 Moreover,	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 resources	

invested	by	companies	and	citizens	are	moved	to	London-based	institutions	reduces	the	amount	

of	money	 circulating	 in	 the	 local	 economy,	 and	 thus	 the	 local	multiplier	 effect	 (Bowman	 et	 al.	

2012;	Sack	2002).	As	a	response,	foundational	economy	theorists	propose	"a	more	ethical,	socially	

responsible	 financial	 system"	 (Morgan	 and	 Price	 2011),	 starting	 with	 the	 creation	 of	 regional	

financial	circuits,	retention	of	pension	funds	locally	to	finance	socially	valuable	project	(e.g.	social	

housing),	and	creation	of	locally	accountable	financial	institutions,	or	"stakeholder	banks"	(Conaty	

2015;	Williams	2014;	Meadway	2013;	Morgan	and	Price	2011).	These	financial	institutions	should	

assure	low	and	steady	return	(maximum	5%),	promoting	long-term	investments	and	avoiding	the	

creation	of	a	speculative	financial	market	disconnected	from	the	real	economy.		

Finally,	some	authors	have	analysed	the	connection	existing	between	foundational	economy	and	

third	 sector	 organisations.	 Conaty	 identifies	 mutual	 organisations,	 co-operatives,	 and	 social	

enterprises	as	the	key	actors	in	what	she	define	as	the	collaborative	economy	(Conaty	2015),	while	

Morgan	 and	 Price	 analyse	 the	 growing	 role	 of	 collective	 entrepreneurialism	 in	 the	 deliver	 of	

services	 (Morgan	and	Price	2011).	These	authors	 identify	social	enterprise	as	the	best	corporate	

structure	 to	 deliver	 foundational	 services	 (health	 and	 care,	 retail	 banking,	 education	 etc.)	 in	 a	

foundational	way,	finding	a	balance	between	economic	efficiency	and	social	return.	Morgan	and	

Price	see	in	this	feature	the	opportunity	to	develop	a	social	enterprise-driven	development,	based	

on	foundational	sector	and	supported	by	a	learning	and	"smart	state"	(Morgan	and	Price	2011).		

In	conclusion,	we	can	summarise	FE	normative	concepts	in	four	main	concepts.	The	first	one	refers	

to	the	"social	franchise":	since	foundational	activities	are	politically	franchised,	businesses	should	

earn	 this	 sheltered	 position	 and	 should	 be	 asked	 to	 deliver	 a	 series	 of	 benefits	 for	 the	 wider	

community.	The	second	element	can	be	identified	in	the	"chain-value	approach":	businesses	need	

to	understand	value	as	a	"stream	of	benefit	for	all	the	stakeholders	over	time".	FE	players	need	to	

assure	each	actor	in	the	supply-chain	gets	its	own	fair	share	of	benefit,	avoiding	maximising	value	

extraction	 at	 the	 expenses	 of	 other	 stakeholders.	 The	 third	 concept	 is	 connected	 with	 "social	

responsible	 finance",	 entailing	 the	 creation	 of	 a	 financial	 system	 that	 supports	 community	

development	and	maintains	 resources	 locally.	 The	 last	 concept	 is	 linked	with	 the	 "role	of	 social	

enterprises",	 considered	 the	 best	 actor	 to	 provided	 services	 in	 a	 foundational	 way,	 since	 they	

incorporate	community	socio-economic	development	goals	into	corporate	practices.		
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These	 four	 main	 concepts	 and	 the	 normative	 concepts	 identified	 as	 part	 of	 each	 of	 those	 are	

summarised	in	the	following	table	(Figure	1).	

	

3.3	Conceptual	application	of	FE	to	the	wider	context	and	HA	sector	

This	 section	 aims	 to	 analyse	 the	 external	 context	 in	 which	 HAs	 operate	 and	 their	 role	 and	

strategies	to	identify	connections	with	the	FE	concepts.	These	links	will	represent	the	conceptual	

synthesis,	 and	 will	 be	 analysed	 later	 in	 the	 data	 collection	 phase.	 The	 section	 is	 organised	

according	to	the	four	main	concepts	identified	above.	

3.3.1	Role	of	procurement	in	improving	communities		

	 The	 idea	of	 restructuring	 the	supply-chain	 in	order	 to	assure	benefit	 for	supplier	and	promoting	

local	 development	 is	 addressed	 by	 many	 authors	 in	 the	 literature.	 For	 some	 sector,	 lacking	 a	

FE	Main	concepts	 Foundational	Economy	Concepts	

Chain-Value	Approach		

• Strengthen	actors	in	the	supply-chain.		

• Procure	from	SMEs	and	grounded	firms		

• Built	a	connected	procurement	structure	

• Procure	locally	and	regionally		

• Consider	long-term	social	and	environmental	impact	of	the	supply-

chain	

Social	Franchise	

	

• Reinvest	money	in	the	local	area	

• Employ	local	workforce	

• Address	specific	needs	and	problems	of	each	locality		

• Promote	sustainable	practices	

• Redistribute	access	to	services		

• Assure	high	quality	working	environment	and	benefit	for	employees	

Socially	Responsible	Financial	

System		

• Regionalisation	of	the	financial	circuits	

• Locally	accountable	financial	institutions	

• Retention	of	pension	funds	

• Low	and	steady	return	(5%	max.)	

Role	of	the	Social	Enterprises		

• Find	a	balance	between	economic	efficiency	and	social	return.	

• Maintain	communitarian	values		

• Co-production	of	services	

• Sharing	of	best	practices	and	knowledge		

Figure	1.	Foundational	Economy	key	concepts.	Source:	Author's	own	
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proper	 supply-chain,	 attention	 has	 been	 given	 to	 the	 procurement	 chain.	 The	 Joseph	Rowntree	

Foundation	 (JRF)	 has	 conducted	 several	 researches	 on	 procurement	 as	 a	way	 to	 promote	 local	

economy	 and	 tackle	 social	 exclusion.	MacFarlane	 (2014)	 suggests	 that	while	 increasing	 skills	 of	

potential	 workers	 is	 generally	 considered	 the	 best	 strategy	 to	 address	 unemployment	 and	

underemployment,	the	effects	are	not	guaranteed:	 in	area	of	concentration	of	poverty	with	few	

job	opportunities	-	such	as	South	Wales	Valleys	-		"the	competition	for	lower-skilled	opportunities	

will	include	skilled	people	‘trading	down’"	(MacFarlane	2014	p.	10,	2000a,	2000b).	MacFarlane	and	

other	suggest	using	procurement	to	generate	opportunities	for	most	disadvantaged	groups.	These	

opportunities	 should	 be	 specifically	 addressed	 to	 those	 people	 that	 are	 outside	 the	 job	market	

(economic	 inactive	 and	 without	 any	 skills	 or	 experience).	 They	 should	 also	 be	 sheltered	 from	

competition	 of	 already	 skilled	 unemployed	 or	 underemployed	workers,	which	 already	 have	 the	

resources	to	succeed	in	the	job	market.		

	 The	JRF	proposes	also	to	employ	procurement	to	promote	local	SMEs'	market	share	and	capacity.	

A	strong	cohort	of	local	companies,	in	fact,	maximise	the	opportunity	to	generate	sustainable	jobs	

for	 local	 people.	Moreover,	 SMEs	 tend	 to	 reinvest	 their	 profit	more	 locally	 than	 big	 externally-

based	companies,	maximising	the	local	economic	multiplier	effect	(MacFarlane	2014;	MacFarlane	

2000a;	Brill	et	al.	2013;	Sacks	2002).	Even	though	the	majority	of	Welsh	companies	are	classified	as	

SMEs,	Brill	and	colleagues	highlight	how	the	sector	is	predominantly	composed	by	micro	and	small	

enterprises	(often	family	businesses),	 lacking	a	Mittelstand	of	medium	enterprises.	The	reason	is	

mainly	identified	in	the	high	rate	of	ownership	churning	and	on	the	tendency	to	sell	business	off	

after	having	reached	a	certain	stage	of	development.	They	also	lament	a	general	lack	of	capacity	of	

Welsh	 SMEs	 to	 engage	 the	 market	 and	 seize	 development	 opportunities.	 Procurement	 can	 be	

directed	to	deliver	more	of	these	opportunities	and	permit	SMEs	to	build	capacity.	

	 Welsh	Government	in	the	last	few	years	has	been	receptive	to	such	approach,	advocating	for	and	

implementing	 a	 community	 benefit	 approach	 in	 public	 and	 private	 procurement.	 Community	

benefits	are	defined	as	"economic,	social	or	environmental	objectives,	or	a	combination	of	these,	

achieved	as	part	of	 the	delivery	of	public	procurement	contracts"	 (Welsh	Government	2014a,	p.	

71).	Welsh	government	have	proactively	adopted	the	community	benefit	approach,	distinguishing	

community	benefit	in	five	areas.	Supply	chain	initiatives	aim	to	render	procurement	SMEs-friendly	

and	 empower	 SMEs.	 Workforce	 initiatives	 improve	 employability	 of	 inactive	 members	 of	

communities	 through	 the	 so-called	 Targeted	 Recruitment	 and	 Training	 (TR&T)	 opportunities	

offered	 by	 contractors.	 Community	 initiatives	 involve	 a	 wide	 array	 of	 projects	 and	 services	



	

	

23	

contractors	 deliver	 as	 part	 of	 procurement	 to	 develop	 communities,	 directly	 (in-kind	 labour)	 or	

indirectly	(monetary	contribution).	Educational	 initiatives	 involve	cooperation	with	"local	schools	

or	colleges	to	plan	activities	 linked	to	the	contract	or	project"	(Welsh	government	2014a,	p.	17).	

Finally,	 environmental	 initiatives	 aim	 to	 capture	 environmental	 benefit	 from	 procurement,	

promote	sustainable	practices	and	request	contractors	to	maintain	their	environmental	impact	to	

the	 minimum:	 they	 normally	 refer	 to	 construction,	 but	 they	 can	 be	 adapted	 to	 address	 other	

sectors.	 Welsh	 government	 promotes	 and	 monitors	 the	 use	 of	 community	 benefits	 approach	

through	its	dedicate	organisation,	Value	Wales.	

	 Specifically	for	the	HA	sector,	the	Chartered	Institute	of	Housing	developed	a	guideline	for	the	use	

of	community	benefit	much	earlier	than	the	WG,	the	Can-Do-Toolkit	(Cook,	Monk	and	Macfarlan	

2008).	 The	 Can-Do-Toolkit	 gives	 housing	 associations	 a	 step-by-step	 guide	 to	 insert	 community	

benefits	as	core	or	non-core	requirements	in	every	procurement	contract.	Even	though	in	its	early	

version	 the	 Can-Do-Toolkit	was	 limited	 to	 TR&T,	 later	 editions	 introduced	 guidelines	 to	 include	

wider	 remit	 of	 community	 benefits	 and	 SMEs-friendly	 procurement	 behaviours.	 Thanks	 to	 the	

efforts	of	the	CIH	and	WG,	the	HA	sector	is	a	front-runner	in	term	of	community	benefit.	

	 The	theory	of	procurement	as	a	mean	to	promote	local	economies	and	the	practice	of	community	

benefit	have	several	contact	points	with	the	chain-value	concept	of	 foundational	economy:	they	

share	an	attention	to	 local	SMEs,	 interest	 in	strengthening	suppliers	and	consideration	for	social	

and	environmental	impact.		

	 3.3.2	Community	Regeneration	efforts	of	Housing	Associations		

	 Community	 regeneration	 is	 a	 concept	 that	 has	 seen	 different	 theorisations	 and	 applications	

throughout	 its	 history.	 In	 general,	 it	 evolved	 from	 a	 physical	 intervention-based	 approach	 to	 a	

more	sophisticated	integration	of	soft	and	hard	measures	(Collantonio	&	Dixon	2011;	Tallon	2010;	

Jones	&	 Evans	 2008;	 Roberts	&	 Sykes	 2000).	 Clapham	 (2014)	 recognises	 that	 there	 is	 a	 circular	

causal	 relation	 between	 determinants	 of	 deprivation	 (unemployment	 and	 underemployment,	

physical	and	mental	illness,	low	education	level,	poor	access	to	green	spaces,	poor	housing	quality,	

high	criminality	rate,	etc.):	one	determinant	causes	another,	and	the	latter	in	turn	reinforces	the	

former.	Adamson	(2008),	on	the	other	hand,	identifies	"the	cause	of	the	causes"	of	deprivation	in	

the	 income	 level,	 considering	 unemployment	 and	 underemployment	 the	 key	 elements	 to	 be	

tackled	in	order	to	achieve	a	trickle-down	effect	on	other	determinants.	A	number	of	researchers	

(Collantonio	&	Dixon	2011;	 Jones	&	Evans	2008;	Tallon	2000)	call	 for	an	 integrated	approach	 to	
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regeneration.	 This	 is	 a	 multidisciplinary,	 cross-functional	 and	 cross-agency	 approach	 that	

addresses	 regeneration	 from	 a	 variety	 of	 angles:	 it	 involves	 cooperation	 with	 all	 relevant	

stakeholders	and	appreciates	the	positive	trickle-down	effect	practices	on	one	determinant	have	

on	the	others	(Cowell	and	Martin	2003).		

Community	 regeneration	 is	 an	 important	 component	 of	 Welsh	 political	 context,	 particularly	 in	

South	Wales	Valleys.	These	former	mining	and	steel	industrial	communities	started	to	decline	as	a	

result	 of	 deindustrialisation,	 and	 nowadays	 a	 variety	 of	 interlinked	 factors	 (multigenerational	

unemployment,	 health	 and	 educational	 inequality,	 limited	 access	 to	 services,	 etc.)	 make	 them	

some	of	 the	most	deprived	communities	 in	 the	country	 (ONS	2015a;	2015b;	Adamson	and	Lang	

2015).	Welsh	Government	has	launched	a	number	of	regeneration	programmes	during	the	last	15	

years	(e.g.	Community	First,	Flying	Start,	Viable	and	Vibrant	Places),	even	though	their	success	in	

reverting	 the	 spiral	 of	 deprivation	 is	 questioned	 in	 the	 available	 literature	 (Clapham	 2014;	

Adamson	2008;	Bevan	Foundation	2008).		

HAs	have	a	long	history	of	regeneration	efforts	and	promotion	of	local	communities,	delivering	a	

series	 of	 services	 unrelated	 to	 housing	 provision	 and	 thus	 labelled	 as	 "housing	 plus".	 Clarke,	

Morris,	Udagawa	and	Williams	(2014)	describe	the	number	of	services	HAs	deliver	to	their	tenants,	

from	 job	 advice	 to	 parenting	 training,	 and	 recognise	 the	 effects	 of	 these	 initiatives	 in	 term	 of	

poverty	 reduction	 and	 social	 inclusion.	 HAs	 have	 also	 demonstrated	 a	 commitment	 to	 wider	

community	 regeneration.	 Physical	 regeneration	 of	 neighbourhoods	 is	 a	 key	 element	 of	 new	

development	 schemes	 (Bryan	 2015;	MacArthur	 1999;	 Pattison	 et	 al.	 2016),	 even	 though	 other	

authors	mentions	how	HAs	development	choices	are	often	dictated	by	market	dynamics	(Clarke,	

Morris,	Udagawa	and	Williams	2014).	More	integrated	regeneration	practices	have	been	identified	

by	 Bryan	 (2015)	 and	 Dayson,	 Lawless	 and	 Wilson	 (2013),	 aiming	 to	 deliver	 socio-economic	

regeneration	tackling	health	inequality,	access	to	public	space,	anti-social	behaviours	etc.		

Community	regeneration	mirrors	in	some	extent	the	social	franchise	concepts,	asking	companies	

to	commit	 to	the	development	of	 the	 local	areas.	Some	HAs	disclose	such	commitment	through	

"housing	plus"	 services,	while	others	 limit	 their	 role	 to	 simply	housing	providers,	 and	engage	 in	

community	regeneration	in	a	very	limited	extent		(Clarke,	Morris,	Udagawa	and	Williams	2014).	

3.3.3	Mutualism	in	the	financial	sector		

Some	 authors	 have	 analysed	 the	 growing	 interest	 for	mutualism	 in	 the	Welsh	 financial	 sector.	
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Conaty	describes	the	role	of	Community	Development	Finance	Institutions	(CDFIs),	bodies	that	"fill	

a	 key	 gap	 in	 the	market	 as	 they	 lend	 to	 businesses,	 social	 enterprises	 and	households	who	 are	

unable	to	access	mainstream	finance	from	banks"	(Conaty	2015,	p.20).	Conaty	mentions	over	60	

CDFIs	 operating	 in	 the	 UK,	 and	 a	 number	 active	 in	 Wales,	 among	 which	 Moneyline	 Cymru,	 a	

cooperation	programme	between	CHC	and	 credit	 unions	 to	provide	 affordable	 finance	 to	 social	

housing	tenants.	These	financial	 institutions	are	specialised	in	lending	to	charities,	co-operatives,	

social	enterprises	active	in	some	of	the	most	deprived	community	in	Wales,	with	the	explicit	aim	

to	 deliver	 a	 poverty	 reduction	 effect.	 They	 also	 contribute	 to	 the	 local	 development	 financing	

small	enterprises,	local	start-ups,	energy	efficiency	and	renewable	energy	programmes.	Similarly,	

Morgan	 and	 Price	 (2011)	 describe	 the	 social	 impact	 bond	 mechanism,	 through	 which	 social	

enterprises	get	governmental	 funding	according	 to	measurable	outputs	and	use	 this	 revenue	 to	

secure	 bonds	 from	 the	 private	 and	 public	 sector.	 The	 two	 authors	 also	 describe	 the	 potential	

effect	 of	 mobilising	 pension	 funds	 to	 finance	 local	 projects	 in	 the	 social	 sector,	 but	 they	 also	

mention	the	embryonic	stage	of	such	approach.	

The	 social	 housing	 sector	 presents	 some	 interesting	 financial	 instruments	 in	 this	 sense,	 like	 the	

already	mentioned	Moneyline	Cymru	or	 the	Welsh	 Investment	 Trust,	 aimed	 "to	 tap	 the	private	

capital	 markets	 to	 invest	 in	 a	 mix	 of	 social	 housing,	 housing	 for	 intermediate	 rent	 and	 some	

housing	for	private	sale"	(Morgan	and	Price	2011).	However,	the	HA	sector	is	still	mostly	relying	on	

governmental	 support	 and	 mainstream	 financial	 sector.	 While	 HAs	 are	 expected	 to	 cover	 the	

maintenance	 and	 management	 expenses	 independently	 from	 governmental	 help,	 they	 receive	

help	in	term	of	development	of	new	houses	through	the	Social	Housing	Grant	(Nicholas	2015).	The	

SHG,	amounting	in	2014/15	to	68.3	millions	pound,	is	distributed	by	the	Welsh	Government	to	the	

local	 authorities,	 that	 in	 turn	 use	 it	 to	 finance	 construction	 of	 social	 and	 affordable	 houses	

(covering	 58%	 of	 the	 cost	 for	 the	 social	 houses	 and	 22%	 for	 the	 affordable	 ones),	 making	 the	

picture	 different	 for	 each	 local	 authority.	Notwithstanding	 the	 surpluses	 from	 rent	 and	 services	

and	 the	 SHG,	 the	 private	 financial	 sector	 still	 covers	 an	 important	 role	 for	 HAs,	 that	 need	 to	

borrow	in	order	to	develop	new	units	(Dayson,	Lawless	and	Wilson	2013).			

3.3.4	Social	enterprises	in	between	commercial	bodies	and	voluntary	groups	

"A	 social	 enterprise	 is	 a	 business	with	 primarily	 social	 objectives	whose	 surpluses	 are	 principally	

reinvested	for	that	purpose	in	the	business	or	the	community,	rather	than	being	driven	by	the	need	

to	maximise	profits	for	shareholders	and	owners",		(DTI	2002,	as	cited	in	Czischke	2014,	p.	422)	
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Czischke,	Gruis,	and	Mullins	(2012)	researched	the	various	ways	to	classify	social	enterprises.	The	

European	 Research	 Network's	 EMES	 project	 identified	 a	 series	 of	 nine	 social	 and	 economic	

indicators	to	describe	these	actors.	Other	authors,	however,	interpret	the	tension	between	social	

focus	 and	 economic	 objectives	 as	 a	 more	 fluid	 continuum,	 where	 social	 enterprises	 place	

themselves	in	the	middle	according	to	their	practices.	Crossan	developed	a	continuum	framework	

to	analyse	such	 tension,	based	on	series	of	variables	 (as	cited	 in	Czischke	2014;	Czischke,	Gruis,	

and	Mullins	 2012).	 Brandsen	 (2005)	 and	 colleagues	 expanded	 this	 notion,	 analysing	 how	 social	

enterprises	occupy	the	space	in	between	state,	market	and	civil	society.	They	identify	a	number	of	

"areas	 of	 hybridity",	 "encompassing	 characteristics	 of	 the	 three	 in	 varying	 combinations"	

(Czischke,	 Gruis,	 and	Mullins	 2012,	 p.419).	 The	 hybridity	 concept	 challenge	 the	 notion	 of	 HAs'	

management	 as	 a	 pure	 "privatisation"	 or	 "marketisation"	 phenomenon,	 and	 may	 be	 used	 to	

interpret	 social	 enterprises	 as	 a	modernisation	 phenomenon	 and	 as	 a	 post-welfare	mechanism	

(Mullins	and	Pawson	2010;	Malpass	and	Victory	2010).		

Social	 enterprises	 cover	 an	 important	 role	 in	 the	Welsh	 economy,	 up	 to	 the	 point	 that	 Conaty	

(2015)	coined	a	specific	term	to	define	their	contribution	(collaborative	economy).	She	describes	

in	great	length	how	a	wide	range	of	services	in	Wales	are	already	distributed	by	a	well-structured	

network	 of	 third	 sector	 organisations	 (including	 social	 housing).	 At	 the	 same	 time,	Morgan	 and	

Price	 (2011)	 define	 Wales	 as	 a	 "social	 network	 nation"	 (p.28),	 identifying	 a	 long	 tradition	 of	

communitarian	 value,	 the	 importance	of	 social	 enterprises	 in	 specific	 sectors	 (e.g.	 housing),	 the	

development	of	co-production	principles	and	sharing	of	best	practices,	and	a	general	presumption	

in	favour	of	social	enterprise	from	Welsh	governmental	institutions.	

The	 status	 of	 HAs	 as	 social	 enterprises	 and	 third	 sector	 organisations	 has	 been	 extensively	

analysed	in	the	literature	(Czischke	2014,	Blessing	2014;	Czischke,	Gruis,	and	Mullins	2012;	Pawson	

2006;	Stone	2003).	If	on	the	one	hand	HAs	are	private	bodies	in	term	of	management,	they	deliver	

"governmental	functions"	through	receiving	of	public	funds.	This	feature	has	been	recognised	by	

the	 UK	 High	 Court	 of	 Justice,	 which	 warranted	 RSLs	 a	 "hybrid"	 public	 status	 (Blessing	 2014;	

Mullins,	 Murie	 and	 Leather	 2006).	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 non-for-profit	 nature	 of	 these	

organisations	and	their	commitment	to	community	improvement	characterise	them	as	civil	society	

organisations.	

Even	thought	this	piece	of	research	does	not	aim	to	analyse	to	what	extent	HAs	are	commercially	

or	 socially	 oriented,	 understanding	 this	 tension	 is	 vital	 to	 research	 HAs'	motives	 and	 practices.	

Moreover,	it	permits	to	understand	ongoing	shifting	inside	the	continuum.	As	Mullins	concludes	in	
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his	research	on	changes	on	the	English	sector	(2006),	there	is	a	movement	toward	an	"increasingly	

entrepreneurial	 orientation;	 a	 move	 away	 from	 a	 limited	 regulated	 social	 housing	 role	 and	

towards	 the	 selling	 of	 services	 and	 harnessing	 of	 assets	 to	 develop	 as	 independent	 social	

businesses"	 (p.	 245).	 Other	 authors	 (Blessing	 2014;	 van	 Bortel,	 Mullins,	 and	 Gruis	 2010)	 have	

identified	 the	 reasons	 for	 such	 a	 "marketisation"	 of	 English	 RSLs	 in	 their	 size,	 in	 the	 merger	

culture,	 and	 in	 the	 1%	 cut	 in	 social	 rent	 (Perraudin	 2016;	Nicholas	 2015;	 CHC	 2015).	 Big	 size	 is	

normally	 connected	 with	 more	 entrepreneurial	 mindsets	 and	 distancing	 from	 community	 and	

grass-root	involvement.	Mergers	contribute	to	that,	creating	even	bigger	conglomerates.		On	the	

other	hand,	the	1%	cut	of	social	rent	represents	a	net	loss	for	HAs,	forcing	them	to	focus	on	other	

sources	 of	 income,	 and	 abandoned	 all	 non-core	 "housing	 plus"	 services	 (Mullins	 2006;	 Stone	

2013,).	 Even	 though	 Wales	 has	 not	 experienced	 yet	 these	 dynamics	 (only	 one	 merger	 has	

happened	 to	 data,	 average	 size	 remains	 small	 and	 the	 rent	 cut	 has	 been	 blocked	 by	 Welsh	

Government)	(Apps	2015),	these	elements	need	to	be	considered	and	investigated	to	understand	

future	development	of	the	housing	sector.	

3.4	Conceptual	Synthesis			

The	conceptual	synthesis	summarise	the	elements	identified	in	the	literature	review	and	sketches	

concisely	the	key	links	between	FE,	general	theoretical	concepts,	the	local	context,	and	HAs.	It	 is	

presented	in	the	following	model	(Figure	2).		

The	model	 is	 vertically	divided	 in	 four	 contexts.	On	 the	 left	hand	 side,	 foundational	economy	 is	

organised	into	concepts	and	main	concepts.	On	the	right	hand	side,	theoretical	concepts	identified	

in	section	3.3	are	listed,	and	so	are	characteristics	and	elements	specific	of	the	Welsh	context	in	

general	 and	 of	 the	 HAs'	 context	 specifically.	 Full	 body	 arrows	 represent	 proven	 relationship	

between	two	concepts,	while	dotted	arrow	represent	unknown	relations	that	the	research	need	

to	give	an	answer	to.		

The	model	can	also	be	read	horizontally,	organised	in	four	areas.	The	first	 layer	relates	to	chain-

value	and	procurement:	the	researcher	will	explore	the	approach	of	HAs	to	community	benefit	in	

the	 light	 of	 chain-value	 logic.	 The	 second	 layer	 relates	 to	 community	 regeneration	 and	 social	

franchise:	the	research	aims	to	analyse	HAs	action	and	drivers	in	term	of	"housing	plus"	to	verify	if	

they	 are	 an	application	of	 social	 franchise	 concepts.	 The	 third	 layer	 analyses	 finance:	 it	 aims	 to	

understand	 to	 what	 extent	 HAs	 employs	 socially	 responsible	 financial	 system,	 considering	 the	

presence	 of	 the	 SHG,	 the	 private	 financial	 market	 and	 the	 array	 of	 socially	 responsible	Welsh	
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financial	 tools.	 Finally,	 the	 fourth	 layer	 analyses	 the	 dimension	 of	 HAs	 as	 social	 enterprises,	

considering	both	the	"social	network"	characteristic	of	Wales	but	also	pressures	to	become	more	

entrepreneurial.		

 Even	though	the	synthesis	 is	meant	to	be	a	roadmap	to	answer	research	questions	-	guiding	the	

research	method	and	research	analysis	-	it	partially	responds	them.	In	regards	to	the	first	research	

question	(Q1),	the	synthesis	identifies	the	areas	of	practices	where	HAs	behaviours	are	in	line	with	

foundational	 economy.	 These	 areas	 of	 practices	 can	 be	 identified	 into	 the	 four	 horizontal	

elements,	 namely	 community	 benefit	 practices,	 housing	 plus	 services,	 actions	meant	 to	 secure	

grants	and	private	 lending,	and	strategies	to	adapt	to	the	entrepreneurialisation	pressure.	These	

four	areas	will	be	 further	 refined	and	detailed	during	 the	analysis	phase.	 In	 regards	 to	 the	 third	

questions	(Q3),	the	synthesis	partially	 identifies	the	first	few	areas	of	 linkage	between	HA	sector	

and	FE	(dotted	arrow),	thus	moving	the	first	steps	toward	the	generation	of	the	theory.	These	links	

will	be	explored	in	detail	in	the	data	collection	and	analysis	part,	and	will	represent	the	main	topics	

covered	by	the	theory.	
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4.	RESEARCH	DESIGN		

4.1	Interpretivist	approach	applied	to	foundational	economy	and	social	housing	sector	

This	 piece	 of	 research	 employs	 a	 qualitative	 inductive	 approach	 to	 reach	 the	 research	 aim.	 As	

described	in	chapter	2,	the	research	explores	HAs'	practices,	their	drivers,	enablers	and	barriers	as	

perceived	by	senior	members	of	staff.	These	drivers	and	perceptions	will	be	later	used	to	assess	to	

what	 extent	 Welsh	 Housing	 Associations	 are	 "foundational	 actors".	 Since	 perceptions	 and	

interpretations	are	considered	a	legitimate	and	valuable	form	of	knowledge,	the	research	is	based	

on	 a	 social	 constructivist	 ontological	 and	 interpretivist	 epistemological	 approach.	 The	 limited	

theoretical	research	on	foundational	economy	applied	to	the	social	housing	sector	has	prevented	

the	formulation	of	a	clear	theory	explaining	the	relation	between	the	two	elements.		At	the	same	

time,	the	lack	of	a	structured	quantitative	framework	to	evaluate	foundational	economy	practices	

does	not	permit	to	explore	this	relationship	in	a	deductive	way.	A	qualitative	approach	will	permit	

to	 collect	 a	 rich	 array	 of	 data:	 the	 theory	will	 inductively	 emerge	 from	 these	 empirical	 findings	

(Bryman;	 Czischke	 2014).	 Interpretations	 and	 inputs	 from	 experts	 and	 practitioners	 are	 thus	

necessary	to	build	the	theory	and	fill	the	current	academic	gap.	

The	research	borrows	from	grounded	theory	the	concept	of	iterative	approach	to	data	collection	

and	 interpretation.	Grounded	 theory	 approach	permits	 to	 "engage	 in	data	 interpretation	at	 the	

same	time	as	the	data	are	collected”	(Goulding,	2011,	p.383),	using	results	to	expand	and	refine	

the	 conceptual	 framework	 for	 subsequent	 phases	 (Czischke	 2014).	 In	 the	 present	 piece	 of	

research,	this	process	is	divided	into	two	phases.		

Firstly,	 an	 exploratory	 collection	of	 empirical	 qualitative	 data	 has	 been	performed	 to	 refine	 the	

conceptual	synthesis	presented	in	Chapter	3.	Unit	of	analysis	of	this	phase	has	been	grey	literature	

on	the	HA	sector	(including	reports,	HAs'	corporate	plans	etc.)	and	the	perceptions	of	a	selected	

group	of	academics	active	 in	the	sector.	The	revised	operational	 framework	permitted	to	design	

the	semi-structured	interview	method	used	in	phase	two.	

Phase	 two	 aimed	 to	 research	 HAs'	 practices,	 motivations,	 enablers	 and	 barriers.	 The	 unit	 of	

analysis	of	this	phase	is	the	perceptions	of	senior	executives	and	high	profile	members	of	staff	of	

HAs	and	key	organisations	in	the	sector.	According	to	Stull	(2009)	and	Czischke	(2014),	 literature	

on	social	enterprises'	strategic	thinking	and	behaviours	makes	extensive	use	of	leading	actors	and	

management	team	members.	Mullins	and	Riseborough	(2000)	agree	that	the	analysis	of	corporate	

behaviours	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 top	 executives	 and	 department's	 directors	 produce	 valuable	
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results.	Even	though	they	recognises	that	other	members	of	the	organisations	may	have	different	

views,	 top	 leaders	are	"the	 individuals	with	 the	power	and	day	 to	day	 involvement	 in	strategy”,	

and	 their	personal	 interpretation	have	a	 role	 in	 the	way	organisation	are	managed	 (Mullins	and	

Riseborough	2000,	p.	13).		

4.2	Research	strategy			

4.2.1	Operationalising	the	Conceptual	Synthesis:	phase	1	

The	conceptual	synthesis	resulted	from	the	literature	review	is	a	useful	tool	to	draw	links	between	

HAs	sector,	the	context	and	FE.	However,	these	links	are	too	broad	to	be	explored	through	a	series	

of	 questions	 or	 variables	 to	 be	 explored	 in	 detail.	 Phase	 1	 aims	 to	 collect	 qualitative	 data	 to	

expand	and	revise	the	conceptual	synthesis	in	a	new	model	that	will	guide	phase	2.		Such	iterative	

and	 incremental	 process	 is	 typical	 of	 grounded	 theory	 approach.	More	 in	detail,	 the	 researcher	

aims	 to	 frame	better	 the	practices	of	HAs	 that	 can	be	 considered	 in	 line	with	 FE	 concepts:	 this	

means	operationalising	the	four	areas	of	relationship	between	HAs	and	FE	into	a	series	of	concrete	

variables	and	 indicators.	However,	 the	research	maintained	a	certain	degree	of	openness	 in	this	

phase,	to	permit	new	inputs	to	emerge	and	not	restrict	the	findings	only	to	the	pre-defined	four	

areas.	 This	 permitted	 not	 only	 to	 operationalise	 the	 original	 conceptual	 synthesis,	 but	 also	 to	

expand	it	with	new	contextual	elements.		

Two	 methods	 have	 been	 employed	 to	 collect	 data.	 Firstly,	 specific	 HAs	 practices	 has	 been	

identified	into	reports	from	independent	organisations,	HAs	own	documents,	and	official	statistics.	

The	data	collection	focused	on	four	specific	elements:	

• Understand	in	detail	the	practices	part	of	the	community	benefit	procurement	approach	

for	HAs	

• Understand	 in	 detail	 the	 services	HAs	 provide	 to	 tenants	 and	 the	wider	 community	 as	

part	of	housing	plus	

• Understand	the	financial	revenues	of	HAs	

• Understand	 HAs'	 corporate	 structure	 and	 relations	with	 governmental	 institutions	 and	

other	third	sector	organisations	

Secondly,	a	series	of	exploratory	unstructured	interviews	with	academic	experts	active	in	the	field	

of	 social	 housing	 and	 foundational	 economy	 has	 been	 performed.	 The	 researcher	 opted	 for	 an	

unstructured	 format	 because	 he	 wanted	 experts	 free	 to	 express	 themselves	 not	 only	 on	 the	
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above-mentioned	 four	areas	but	also	more	widely	on	 the	social	housing	sector	as	a	whole.	This	

approach	permitted	to	generate	new	elements	 that	enriched	the	original	conceptual	 framework	

and	 added	 key	 factors	 in	 the	 picture.	 The	 data	 collected	 through	 these	 two	methods	 has	 been	

compared	with	the	original	conceptual	synthesis	to	generate	the	operational	framework.	

The	 operational	 framework	 identifies	 16	 main	 practices	 to	 be	 researched	 more	 in	 detail.	

Community	 benefit	 has	 been	 divided	 into	 supply-chain	 initiatives,	 workforce	 initiatives,	

community	 initiatives	 and	environmental	 initiatives.	Housing	plus	 has	been	operationalised	 into	

services	 and	 involvement	 of	 tenants,	 physical	 regeneration,	wider	 community	 regeneration	 and	

engagement,	benefit	for	and	involvement	of	HAs'	employees.	Financial	system	has	been	detailed	

in	practices	to	finance	HAs'	development	and	in	lending	to	tenants.	Finally,	in	term	of	HAs'	social	

enterprise	dimension	the	researcher	explored	co-production	practices,	sharing	of	information	with	

other	 SMEs	and	 the	growth	of	 commercially	oriented	practices	 and	 services	performed	by	HAs.	

Figure	3	presents	the	operational	framework	that	guided	data	collection	and	data	analysis.	
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4.2.2	Collecting	and	analysing	data	from	experts	and	leaders:	phase	2	

Phase	 2	 uses	 this	 operational	 framework	 to	 collect	 qualitative	 data	 from	 two	 categories	 of	

stakeholders:	 HA's	 management	 team	 members	 and	 top	 executives	 (which	 will	 be	 labelled	 as	

leaders)	and	senior	staff	members	or	officers	from	umbrella	bodies	and	key	organisations	 in	the	

sector	(which	will	be	labelled	as	experts).	Data	collection	from	leaders	was	used	to	generate	a	high	

volume	of	data	from	a	relevant	number	of	HAs:	this	data	are	organisation-specific,	meaning	that	

they	 describe	 the	 drives	 of	 a	 specific	 HA	 and	 the	 barriers	 and	 enablers	 as	 perceived	 by	 that	

organisation.	 They	 will	 represent	 the	 main	 data	 to	 answer	 Q1	 and	 Q2.	 Experts'	 data	 are	

fundamentally	 different:	 experts	 are	 asked	 questions	 on	 the	 Welsh	 social	 housing	 sector	 as	 a	

whole,	considering	HAs	as	a	group	of	actors.	Experts'	views	are	thus	not	HA-specific,	even	though	

examples	can	be	presented	to	describe	common	trends	or	differences.	Experts	data	has	been	used	

not	only	 to	get	 insights	and	a	narrative	on	 the	social	housing	sector,	but	has	been	employed	 to	

triangulate	 leaders'	 data:	 data	 has	 been	 considered	 valid	 when	 shared	 by	 at	 least	 three	

interviewees,	given	that	this	group	include	at	least	one	expert.	This	method	permits	to	verify	that	

the	 datum	 is	 coherent	 with	 the	 general	 picture	 of	 the	 sector.	 Even	 though	 Bryman	 (2012)	

mentions	 that	 triangulation	 is	 normally	 performed	 through	 the	 use	 of	more	 than	 one	 research	

method,	he	also	states	that	it	can	be	achieved	within	the	same	qualitative	research	method.	Input	

from	literature	review	and	from	phase	1	may	be	used	as	well	to	strengthen	data.		

Both	 leaders'	 and	 experts'	 data	 have	 been	 collected	 through	 semi-structured	 interviews	 or,	 in	

three	cases,	through	focus	groups.	The	focus	groups	have	been	managed	in	a	similar	way	to	one-

to-one	 interviews,	 trying	 to	 get	 the	 opinions	 of	 the	 participants	 on	 each	 question	 more	 than	

facilitating	 a	 discussion	 among	 them.	 Semi-structured	 interviews	 and	 focus	 groups	 have	 been	

performed	 either	 in	 person	 on	 through	 video-conferencing.	 Semi-structured	 interview	 was	

selected	as	a	method	for	two	main	reasons.	Firstly,	the	lack	of	previous	research	and	framework	

made	 difficult	 to	 identify	 specific	 questions	 to	 be	 asked	 in	 a	 more	 structured	 approach.	

Considering	the	inductive	and	theory-building	goal	of	the	research,	a	method	that	could	generate	

a	high	volume	of	 inputs	was	necessary.	Semi-structured	 interviews	deliver	 such	a	 result,	 leaving	

interviewees	free	to	select	which	concepts	and	impressions	to	mention	on	broadly	defined	topics,	

(Bryman	 2012).	 Secondly,	 considered	 the	 interpretivist	 epistemological	 stance	 and	 the	 interest	

toward	 drivers	 and	 perceptions,	 semi-structured	 interviews	 permit	 to	 explore	 more	 in	 depth	

personal	motivations	and	impressions	without	external	influences	and	bias.		
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The	 operational	 framework	 has	 been	 used	 to	 design	 both	 set	 of	 questions.	 As	 explain	 earlier,	

questions	 for	 experts	 refer	 to	 the	 sector	 as	 a	whole,	 while	 questions	 to	 HAs	 are	more	 specific	

about	their	organisation	(see	Annex	I	for	the	complete	list	of	questions).	The	majority	of	questions	

directly	refer	to	drivers,	enablers	and	barriers,	to	more	easily	answer	the	first	and	second	research	

question.	The	 list	of	questions	has	been	sent	to	each	 leader	or	expert	before	the	 interview:	this	

permitted	 interviewees	 to	 organise	 information	 beforehand,	 and	 to	 collect	 data	 from	 other	

departments	and	colleagues	that	were	not	able	to	attend	the	interview.	Notwithstanding	the	fact	

that	the	researcher	sought	an	answer	for	each	question	in	every	interview	-	to	ensure	comparison	

and	cross-referencing	-	the	semi-structured	nature	of	the	interviews	made	responses	fluid:	leaders	

and	experts	have	been	left	free	to	digress,	expand	certain	topics,	give	examples	of	actions	etc.	The	

structure	 of	 the	 interview	 changed	 accordingly,	 for	 instance	 rephrasing	 or	 merging	 some	

questions.	While	 the	benefit	of	 such	an	approach	has	been	mentioned	earlier	 in	 the	paragraph,	

this	uniqueness	must	be	carefully	considered	and	accounted	for	in	the	analytical	phase.				

As	a	conclusion,	phase	1	 is	 instrumental	 to	phase	2,	 since	 it	 created	 the	operational	 framework	

necessary	 to	collect	 the	data.	At	 the	same	time,	phase	2	 is	 the	natural	continuation	of	phase	1,	

applying	the	framework	in	an	empirical	data	collection	exercise.		

4.3	Sample	selection		

Academic	experts	interviewed	as	part	of	phase	1	has	been	selected	with	a	pure	snowball	sampling	

methods.	 In	 total,	 the	 researcher	managed	 to	 have	 exploratory	 conversations	with	 six	 experts,	

from	both	Cardiff	University	and	University	of	Manchester:	all	academics	are	active	in	either	the	

research	field	of	foundational	economy	or	social	housing.	

The	sampling	selection	for	phase	two	is	more	structured.	The	selection	of	the	experts'	sample	has	

been	 based	 on	 the	 literature	 review.	 Five	main	 bodies	 active	 in	 the	 social	 housing	 sector	 have	

been	identified,	namely	Community	Housing	Cymru	(CHC),	Chartered	Institute	of	Housing	Cymru	

(CIH),	 the	 Welsh	 Local	 Government	 Association	 (WLGA),	 Welsh	 Government	 (WG),	 and	 Value	

Wales	 (VW).	 CHC	 is	 the	 umbrella	 body	 representing	 LSVTs,	 traditional	 HAs	 and	 Community	

Mutuals,	and	enrols	among	 its	member	the	majority	of	HAs	active	 in	Wales.	 It	promotes	 liaising	

and	cooperation	among	HAs,	delivers	 trainings,	provides	services,	and	conducts	 research	on	 the	

sector.	The	Chartered	Institute	of	Housing	Cymru	is	an	independent	professional	body	for	housing,	
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devoted	to	research	the	housing	sector,	 lobby	to	drive	up	standards	and	deliver	a	wide	range	of	

consulting	services.	 It	 is	particular	 relevant	 for	 the	research	since	 it	produced	and	distributed	of	

the	 Can-Do-Toolkit.	 The	 Welsh	 Local	 Government	 Association	 represents	 the	 interest	 of	 local	

governments	and	cooperates	with	all	local	authorities.	Even	though	it	does	not	work	specifically	in	

the	housing	sector,	it	has	an	active	department	analysing	and	lobbying	for	housing	policies.	Finally,	

the	Welsh	 Government	 is	 the	main	 legislator	 in	 term	 of	 social	 housing	 policy,	 and	 promotes	 a	

Community	Benefit	approach	through	its	subsidiaries	Value	Wales.	The	researcher	connected	with	

managers	 and	 high	 level	 officials	 in	 each	 of	 these	 organisations,	 selecting	 specific	 individuals	

through	 a	 snowball	 sampling	 system.	 With	 the	 exception	 of	 Value	 Wales,	 at	 least	 one	

representative	 from	 each	 organisation	 has	 been	 identified,	 for	 a	 total	 of	 six	 experts,	 including	

policy	officers,	public	affair	managers,	an	head	of	housing	quality	standard	and	an	a	former	chief	

executive.	The	number	of	experts	has	been	maintained	limited,	giving	priority	to	HAs	sample.		

	 The	 HAs'	 sample	 was	 selected	 in	 order	 to	 be	 at	 the	 same	 time	 representative	 and	

manageable.	Considering	the	limited	time	available	for	the	research,	and	the	resources	needed	for	

the	data	 collection	and	data	analysis	 (each	 interview	 lasted	between	30	minutes	and	one	hour,	

need	to	be	administered	personally,	and	took	2-4	hours	to	be	analysed),	and	the	necessity	to	get	

access	to	senior	member	of	each	organisation,	a	small	sample	was	necessary.	At	the	same	time,	

considering	the	presence	of	more	than	60	HAs	in	Wales,	it	needed	to	be	wide	enough	to	represent	

a	 lot	 of	 them.	 A	 solution	 has	 been	 identified	 restricting	 the	 geographical	 area	 of	 the	 research,	

tackling	only	those	HAs	operating	inside	specific	boundaries.	South	Wales	(encompassing	the	local	

authorities	 of	 Blaenau	 Gwent,	 Bridgend,	 Caerphilly,	 Cardiff,	 Carmarthenshire,	 Merthyr	 Tydfil,	

Monmouthshire,	Neath	Port	Talbot,	Newport	City,	Pembrokeshire,	Rhondda	Cynon	Taf,	Swansea,	

Torfaen	and	Vale	of	Glamorgan)	have	been	 identified	 as	 the	 geographical	 area	of	 interest	 for	 a	

number	of	 reasons.	Demographically,	 it	 is	 the	most	populated	are	of	 the	nation,	hosting	3/4	of	

Welsh	 population,	 and	 economically	 is	 the	most	 advanced	 one,	 even	 though	 it	 has	 pockets	 of	

deprivation	in	several	former	industrial	centres	(the	so-called	Valleys)	(Cardiff	Capital	Region	2015;	

Welsh	Government	2014b;	Noble	et	al.	2000).	These	centres	are	particularly	interesting	in	term	of	

social	housing	stock	and	socio-economic	regeneration	projects.	Since	South	Wales	is	an	"economy	

of	corridor"	(Brill	et	al.	2015),	it	is	rather	isolated	from	the	rest	of	the	nation	and	more	connected	

with	 England	 through	 the	 M4	 corridor:	 this	 means	 that	 procurement	 is	 rather	 localised	 and	

separated	 from	Mid	and	North	Wales.	Finally,	out	of	11	Welsh	LSVTs,	8	are	concentrated	 in	 the	

South	 (Bridgend	 -	Valleys	 to	Coast,	Monmouth	 -	Monmouthshire	Housing,	Rhondda	Cynon	Taf	 -	
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RCT	Homes,	Torfaen	 -	Bron	Afon	Community	Housing,	Newport	 -	Newport	City	Homes,	Merthyr	

Tydfil	 –	 Merthyr	 Valleys	 Homes,	 Blaenau	 Gwent	 –	 Tai	 Calon	 Community	 Housing,	 Neath	 Port	

Talbot	-	NPT	Homes).	Together	with	a	 lively	cohort	of	traditional	HAs,	the	number	of	HAs	 in	the	

area	is	slightly	less	than	40.	To	further	limit	the	sample,	the	researcher	exclude	the	smaller	player	

(managing	 less	 than	1,000	social	units),	achieving	a	cohort	of	25	HAs	 (Welsh	Government	2016;	

StatWales	2015;	CHC	2015).	The	researcher	contacted	all	25	HAs	asking	to	arrange	a	meeting	with	

the	chief	executive	or	senior	members	of	the	staff.	12	HAs	agreed	to	participate	 in	the	research	

(see	Annex	II	for	a	complete	list	of	HAs	interviewed),	with	a	response	rate	of	almost	50%:	among	

them,	6	are	LSVTs,	4	medium	traditional	HAs	managing	more	than	2,500	social	units,	and	2	smaller	

traditional	 HAs	managing	 between	 1,000	 and	 1,500	 social	 units.	Within	 each	 HAs,	 at	 least	 one	

person	have	been	interviewed,	for	a	total	of	17	top	executives	and	management	team	members,	

including	 chief	 executives,	 directors	 of	 corporate	 services,	 heads	 of	 procurement,	 directors	 of	

housing	and	communities,	a	head	of	finance	etc.	While	most	of	the	leaders	have	been	selected	by	

HAs	themselves,	experts	have	been	asked	for	referral	to	identify	key	contact	in	HAs:	as	a	result,	a	

minority	of	leaders	have	been	identified	through	a	snowball	method.			

4.4	Data	Analysis		

Data	analysis	for	phase	1	 involved	a	comparison	between	the	conceptual	synthesis	and	the	data	

collected	 through	unstructured	 interviews	and	documentary	 research.	The	 researcher	evaluated	

case	by	case	 if	data	would	meaningfully	expand	the	synthesis,	and	 included	these	elements	 into	

the	operational	framework.	The	researcher	also	evaluated	case	be	case	if	each	datum	represents	a	

concrete	 practice	 and	 thus	 a	 variable	 that	 can	 be	 easily	 explored	 through	 a	 semi-structured	

interview,	thus	operationalising	the	four	links	into	a	series	of	researchable	items.	

Phase	2's	data	analysis	has	been	performed	through	a	coding	method.	Bryman	defines	coding	as	

the	 practice	 of	 "reviewing	 transcripts	 and/or	 end	 notes	 and	 giving	 labels	 (names)	 to	

component	parts	 that	 seem	 to	be	of	potential	 theoretical	 significance	and/or	 that	 appear	 to	be	

particularly	salient	within	the	social	worlds	of	those	being	studied"	(2015,	p.	568).	Each	interview	

has	 been	 recorded	 and	 analysed	 directly	 through	 NVivo,	 a	 computer-assisted	 qualitative	 data	

analysis	 software	 (CAQDA).	 NVivo	 permits	 to	 analyse	 audio	 data	 directly,	 without	 necessarily	

perform	a	full	transcription,	and	to	analyse	a	high	volume	of	data	as	part	of	a	single	project.	The	

software	 permits	 to	 attach	 specific	 codes	 ("nodes"	 in	NVivo	 terminology)	 to	 segments	 of	 audio	

files	 or	 documents	 ("internal	 sources"),	 summarising	 particular	 concepts	 or	 ideas	 expressed	 in	
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each	segment.	Nodes	are	common	to	all	the	internal	sources,	meaning	that	different	segments	of	

different	sources	can	be	grouped	as	expressions	of	one	or	more	nodes.	Nodes	can	be	generated	by	

the	 researcher	 before	or	 during	 the	 analysis,	 and	 can	be	organised	 as	 free	nodes	 (independent	

nodes)	 or	 tree	 node	 (a	 series	 of	 nodes	 arranged	 in	 a	 hierarchical	 way):	 the	 latter	 is	 useful	 to	

identify	concepts	originated	or	part	of	a	more	general	main	concept	(the	former	are	thus	"children	

nodes")	 (Bryman	 2015).	 Each	 node	 retains	 information	 on	 the	 segment	 and	 source	 (either	 the	

direct	quote	or	the	audio	segment),	to	easily	retrieve	the	segment.	NVivo	also	provides	statistical	

information	 on	 the	 number	 of	 sources	 the	 node	 as	 been	 cited	 in,	 on	 its	 frequency	 (how	many	

segments	 are	 coded	 with	 that	 node),	 and	 permits	 to	 perform	 advanced	 queries	 (e.g.	 identify	

segments	with	 the	 same	 two	or	more	nodes,	 identify	 sources	 that	 share	 the	 same	set	of	nodes	

etc.).	The	software	thus	identifies	which	nodes	are	shared	among	the	majority	of	the	sample,	to	

easily	 triangulate	data.	CADQDA	has	been	selected	also	because	 it	 smoothens	and	quickens	 the	

analysis	 of	 large	 number	 of	 data,	 avoiding	 time-consuming	 transcriptions	 and	 simplifying	 the	

coding	process.	

Leaders	 and	 experts	 sources	 has	 been	 coded	while	 browsing	 the	 document,	 generating	 free	 or	

open	 codes	 according	 to	 what	 interviewees	 were	 discussing.	 No	 pre-defined	 nodes	 have	 been	

applied	 in	this	phase,	to	not	restrict	the	range	of	data:	nodes	arose	by	themselves,	representing	

the	variety	of	 concepts	and	 ideas	expressed	by	 interviewees.	 Such	an	approach	permits	a	more	

open	and	dynamic	method	to	analyse	data,	"letting	the	data	speak	by	themselves"	(Stull	2003,	as	

cited	in	Czischke	2014,	p.178).	Nodes	can	be	distinguished	in	four	typologies:	actions	(what	HAs	do	

concretely),	motivations,	 barriers	 and	 enablers	 perceived	 by	 interviewees.	 Understandably,	 this	

first	 coding	 phase	 generated	 a	 high	 number	 of	 nodes,	 some	 of	 them	widely	 shared	 across	 the	

sample,	some	expression	of	just	one	or	two	leaders	or	experts.	The	second	coding	phase	aimed	to	

reduce	this	variety	organising	free	nodes	into	groups	(tree	nodes):	nodes	that	referred	to	a	similar	

behaviour,	action,	or	that	identified	similar	barriers	and	enablers	were	grouped	together.	In	such	a	

way,	 some	 of	 the	 least	 referenced	 nodes	 (1	 or	 2	 times)	 became	 part	 of	 a	 bigger	 group,	

consolidating	data.		The	third	phase	involved	triangulating	the	data	to	get	results:	those	data	that	

were	 shared	 by	 at	 least	 two	 HAs	 and	 one	 experts	 have	 been	 considered	 representative	 of	 the	

Welsh	social	housing	sector.	As	explained	above,	NVivo	permits	 to	easily	 identify	 the	number	of	

sources	 for	each	node	and	to	verify	 that	at	 least	one	of	 them	is	expert-based.	Results	provide	a	

clear	narrative	 regarding	actions	and	drivers	of	HAs,	 as	well	 as	perceived	enablers	and	barriers,	
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thus	answering	the	first	two	research	questions	of	this	dissertation	(Q1	and	Q2)	(for	more	detail	

on	the	coding	phase,	see	Annex	III).		

The	 fourth	 and	 last	 coding	 phase	 aimed	 to	 generate	 a	 theory	 linking	 the	Welsh	 social	 housing	

sector	and	foundational	economy.	It	inductively	generates	the	element	of	the	theory	starting	from	

the	results	of	third	coding	phase	("first	tier	result").	 In	practice,	these	first	tier	results	have	been	

coded	using	FE	concepts	as	a	predefined	range	of	nodes	(conceptual	nodes).	Each	first	tier	result	

has	 thus	 been	 coded	 according	 to	 its	 positive	 (consistency),	 negative	 (opposition),	 or	 neutral	

(unrelated)	 relation	with	 the	conceptual	nodes.	The	 results	of	 this	 last	 coding	exercise	 ("second	

tier	 results")	 are	 the	 various	 element	of	 the	 theory,	 explaining	 to	what	 extent	HAs	behave	 in	 a	

foundational	way.				

The	following	table	(Figure	4)	summarises	the	research	questions	and	the	methods	used	to	answer	

them.	Figure	5,	on	the	other	hand,	presents	in	a	comprehensive	scheme	the	whole	data	collection	

and	data	analysis	process.	

Research	Question	 Methods	 Data	Source	

Creation	of	the	operational	

framework		

Comparison	between	conceptual	

synthesis	and	phase	1's	data		

Unstructured	interviews,	

documentary	review.	Qualitative		

Q1:	To	what	extent	HAs	perform	

practices	that	are	in	line	with	

foundational	economy	principles?	

Data	analysis	through	third	coding	

phase:	triangulation	of	leaders	data	

with	expert	data	

Semi-structured	interviews,	

Qualitative		

Q2:	What	are	the	motivations	driving	

such	practices?	What	barriers	and	

enablers	influence	these	

motivations?	

Data	analysis	through	third	coding	

phase:	triangulation	of	leaders	data	

with	expert	data	

Semi-structured	interviews,	

Qualitative	

Q3:	What	type	of	connection	link	HA	

sector	and	foundational	economy?	

Data	analysis	through	fourth	coding	

phase:	comparison	of	"first	tier	

results"	with	FE	concepts		

Semi-structured	interviews,	

Qualitative	

Figure	4	Research	questions	and	methods.	Source:	Author's	own
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Analysis	of	available	literature	on	FE	and	Welsh	social	housing	context	

Conceptual	Synthesis	

Collection	of	data	from	documents	and	exploratory	unstructured	interviews	

Comparison	between	data	and	conceptual	synthesis	

Operational	Framework	

Selection	of	experts	and	leaders	

Data	collection		

First	coding	phase	

Answer	Q1	and	Q2,	"first	tier	results"	

Fourth	coding	phase:	Generate	the	theory		

Answer	Q3,	"second	tier	results"	

Second	coding	phase	

Third	coding	phase:	triangulation	

	
Figure	5	Data	collection	and	data	analysis	summary	
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4.5	Limitation	

The	 research	 design	 presents	 a	 number	 of	 limitations.	 The	 first	 limitation	 is	 connected	 with	

identification	 of	 foundational	 economy	 concepts,	 used	 to	 formulate	 conceptual	 nodes.	

Considering	the	lack	of	formalisation	of	FE	concepts	and	paucity	of	comparative	studies	between	

FE	 and	 HAs'	 context,	 the	 researcher	 was	 forced	 to	 design	 his	 own	 conceptual	 synthesis.	 The	

selection	 of	 concepts	 and	 contextual	 elements	 may	 have	 been	 influenced	 by	 author's	

interpretation,	and	other	researchers	may	generate	a	different	set	of	principles,	with	a	potential	

impact	 on	 research's	 reliability	 and	 validity.	 The	 use	 of	 a	 rigorous	 qualitative	 discourse	 analysis	

was	meant	to	reduce	the	occurrence	of	such	eventuality.	

In	 term	 of	 sampling,	 the	 research	 is	 influenced	 by	 the	 geographical	 boundary	 and	 HAs'	 size	

limitation.	As	explained	above,	these	limitations	were	dictated	by	the	limited	amount	of	time	and	

resources	 available	 for	 the	 semi-structured	 interviews.	 In	 term	 of	 responses,	 it	 has	 not	 been	

possible	to	get	any	HAs	from	a	particular	group	(those	managing	between	1,500	and	2,500	social	

units).	 However,	 the	 response	 rate	 has	 been	 quite	 high	 (48%),	 especially	 for	 LSVTs	 (62.5%),	

assuring	 the	 relevance	of	 the	 sample	 and	 the	 validity	of	 the	 results.	 Inside	each	organisation,	 a	

different	 selection	 of	 leaders	 or	 experts	 may	 produce	 different	 individual	 result,	 due	 to	 the	

personal	 interpretation	of	 reality.	 The	 research	ensured	 reliability	 through	 constant	 comparison	

within	a	 large	amount	of	data.	Moreover,	sending	questions	beforehand	permitted	 interviewees	

to	 consult	 colleagues,	 indirectly	 increasing	 the	 number	 of	 interpretations.	 It	 is	 undeniable	 that	

with	more	 time	 and	 resources	 available,	 a	 higher	 number	 of	 top	 executives	 from	organisations	

may	have	been	reached,	with	advantages	in	term	of	validity	and	reliability.		

Finally,	the	research	design	is	influenced	by	the	qualitative	nature	of	data	collection	methods	and	

data	analysis	methods.	While	benefits	of	unstructured	and	 semi-structure	 interviews	have	been	

presented	earlier	in	this	chapter,	these	methods	are	always	"heavily	dependent	on	the	individual	

skills	 of	 the	 researcher	 and	 more	 easily	 influenced	 by	 the	 researcher's	 personal	 biases	 and	

idiosyncrasies"	(Anderson	2010).	Moreover,	grounded	theory	does	not	give	any	precise	guidance	

in	 term	 of	 coding	 (Czischke	 2014):	 the	 coding	 process	 is	 thus	 the	 result	 of	 researcher's	

interpretation.	This	element	may	have	potential	consequences	in	term	of	reproduction	of	findings,	

and	 the	 results'	 validity	may	 be	 influenced	 by	 the	 lack	 of	 a	multi-method	 triangulation.	On	 the	

other	hand,	the	qualitative	triangulation,	the	constant	comparison	between	data,	as	well	as	cross-
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referencing	results	and	concepts	ensure	that	findings	accurately	represent	the	phenomenon	under	

study.	 	

In	 conclusion,	 the	 research	 holds	 strong	 validity	 and	 an	 acceptable	 degree	 of	 reliability.	 Future	

research	in	the	field	would	benefit	from	a	more	reliable	conceptual	framework	(built,	for	example,	

through	a	Delphi	method	involving	several	experts),	a	wider	sample	(both	in	term	of	HAs,	experts,	

and	leaders	inside	each	HAs),	and	by	a	second	level	of	control	in	the	coding	phases	(for	example,	

sending	 a	 summary	 of	 key	 points	 to	 each	 interviewees	 to	 get	 a	 feedback	 on	 the	 researcher's	

interpretation).		

5.	FINDINGS	AND	RESULTS		

The	following	chapter	is	organised	in	five	main	sections.	The	first	four	sections	present	the	results	

of	 the	 third	 coding	 phase	 (first	 tier	 results)	 in	 each	 of	 the	 four	 main	 areas	 identified	 in	 the	

operational	 framework.	 Data	 from	phase	 1	 are	 included	 in	 this	 section	 to	 support	 the	 findings.	

Each	 section	presents	 the	data,	 and	 later	 discusses	 them	 to	 answer	Q1	and	Q2	 in	 each	 specific	

area.	 The	 last	 section	 presents	 the	 results	 of	 the	 fourth	 coding	 phase	 (second	 tier	 results),	 and	

generates	 the	 theory.	 For	 each	 finding,	 the	 number	 of	HAs	 and	 experts	 supporting	 the	 claim	 is	

indicated	 in	parenthesis:	 the	 first	number	 refers	 to	HAs	and	 the	 second	 to	experts.	 Please	note	

that	this	figure	account	for	the	number	of	HAs	mentioning	the	element,	not	the	number	of	leaders	

(i.e.	two	or	more	leaders	from	the	same	HA	will	be	considered	together	as	one	source).	For	more	

information	on	specific	nodes,	please	consult	Annex	III.	

	5.1	Procurement	and	community	benefit		

In	term	of	procurement,	the	wide	majority	of	interviewees	(9;5)	mentioned	an	HAs'	preference	for	

procuring	 from	 local	 contractors,	which	 in	 the	Welsh	 context	often	means	SMEs.	 Eight	HAs	and	

two	experts	mentioned	the	positive	 impacts	procuring	from	SMEs	and	third	sector	organisations	

deliver	 in	 term	 of	 promotion	 of	 local	 economies	 (8;2);	 they	 also	 stated	 that	 they	 believe	

community	 improvement	 to	 be	 one	 of	 their	 key	 responsibility.	 As	 a	 result,	 HAs	 design	

procurement	 to	be	SMEs-friendly,	and	employ	a	wide	 range	of	 tactics	 to	overcome	the	EU	non-

discriminatory	 requirements	 (MacFarlane	 2014).	Mentioned	 practices	 involve	 splitting	 contracts	

into	smaller	lots	or	separating	material	procurement	from	workforce	procurement.	This	approach	

helps	overcoming	 the	 limited	capacities	of	 SMEs	 to	engage	 in	big	projects.	 Similarly,	 considered	

that	 SMEs	 cannot	 afford	 a	 specific	 department	 in	 charge	 of	 tenders'	 research	 and	 application,	

support	 in	 this	 process	 is	 often	 given.	 Most	 HAs	 mentioned	 the	 importance	 of	 advertising	
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opportunities	 locally,	 through	 the	 organisation	 of	 Meet-the-Buyer	 and	 Meet-the-Contractor	

events,	 and	 require	 main	 contractors	 to	 advertise	 opportunities	 on	 dedicated	 facilities	 and	

websites.	The	lack	of	capacity	of	SMEs	and	TSOs	to	go	through	the	procurement	process	or	to	cope	

with	 certain	 projects	 is	 well	 understood	 by	 HAs'	 leaders	 and	 experts	 (2;2).	 Moreover,	 several	

leaders	 (6;2)	 support	 the	 claim	 that	HAs	 are	 committed	 to	 improve	 SMEs	 capacity	 and	 procure	

nationally	only	for	specific	needs	(e.g.	asbestos	management).	Value	Wales	and	the	Can-Do-Toolkit	

are	 identified	respectively	as	a	positive	actor	and	tool	to	promote	SMEs'	participation	in	tenders	

(4;2).		

However,	a	third	of	the	sample	acknowledge	that	other	motivations	also	drive	local	procurement	

(4;2):	 HAs	 value	 longstanding	 relationships	 with	 contractors	 and	 continuous	 cooperation	 over	

time,	and	working	with	 local	 firms	permits	to	build	a	closer,	 long-term	relationship.	At	the	same	

time,	the	high	number	of	local	SMEs	tendering	is	also	the	result	of	commercial	motivations	such	as	

convenience	(during	the	project	delivery	phase,	it	is	easier	to	deal	with	local	companies	compared	

to	big,	 externally-based	 firms),	 nature	of	 projects	 (small	 projects	 such	 as	maintenance	naturally	

attract	SMEs),	and	self-interest	 (HAs	directly	contract	 in-house	SMEs	and	subsidiaries	 to	provide	

certain	 services).	 Finally,	 only	 two	 HAs	 (2;0)	 admitted	 that	 they	 do	 not	 design	 procurement	 to	

specifically	address	SMEs	or	TSOs.		

In	 term	 of	 community	 benefit,	 more	 than	 half	 of	 the	 sample	 (6;3)	 claims	 that	 HAs	 extensively	

employ	CB	 in	 contracts	over	a	 certain	value.	RSLs	expect	a	 social	 return	 in	all	 their	 transactions	

(4;1),	 and	 employ	 community	 benefits	 with	 the	 aim	 to	 improve	 local	 economy	 and	 empower	

communities.	 TR&T	 is	 the	 most	 employed	 form	 of	 community	 benefit	 (apprenticeships,	

traineeships,	 National	 Vocational	Qualifications,	 retention	 of	 existing	workforce,	 etc.).	 Four	HAs	

(4;3)	 mentioned	 to	 push	 contractors	 for	 the	 creation	 of	 such	 opportunities,	 directing	 them	 to	

locally	based	job	centres	and	recruitment	voluntary	groups,	and	advertising	opportunities	locally.	

Interviewees	mentioned	that	HAs	offer	TR&T	opportunities	through	their	subsidiaries	as	well	(4;1),	

event	though	this	opportunities	are	mostly	caught	by	tenants.	Most	HAs	are	quite	satisfied	by	the	

result	 of	 TR&Ts,	 that	 often	 generate	 more	 than	 one	 opportunity	 for	 every	 million	 pound,	 as	

suggested	by	MacFarlane	(MacFarlane	2016).	Even	though	benefit	the	wider	society	is	certainty	a	

strong	motivation,	leaders	showed	a	certain	degree	of	self-interest,	hoping	for	these	opportunities	

to	be	allocated	to	their	own	tenants.	Finally,	event	though	TR&T	are	required	to	SMEs	as	part	of	

relatively	 small	 contracts	 (6;1),	 some	 leaders	and	experts	perceive	 the	difficulties	 smaller	actors	

face	in	tacking	on	board	new	trainees	or	apprentices	(5;1).		
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In	term	of	community	initiatives,	the	picture	is	more	variegated.	One	third	of	HAs	(4:4)	states	that	

community	initiatives	are	the	result	of	a	negotiation	between	them	and	the	contractor,	based	on	

community	 needs	 and	 supplier	 resources.	 This	 kind	 of	 benefit	 can	 be	 in-kind	 labour,	 such	 as	

construction	 and	maintenance	 services	 to	 improve	 public	 space	 and	 community	 infrastructures	

(e.g.	 community	 centre,	 local	 schools),	 or	monetary	 contribution,	 such	 as	 direct	 sponsorship	 or	

contribution	 to	 community	 projects.	 This	 flexibility	 is	 considered	 necessary	 by	 HAs,	 since	 SMEs	

encounter	difficulties	in	managing	and	delivering	this	kind	of	projects.	However,	at	the	same	time	

it	decreases	HAs'	strategic	vision,	reducing	the	regeneration	strategy	to	a	series	of	disconnected	

piece-meal	 interventions.	 As	 a	 response,	 leaders	 are	 either	 strictly	 committed	 to	 their	

regeneration	vision	when	asking	for	community	benefit	(4;2);	or	require	contractor	to	contribute	

in	a	regeneration	funds	with	a	percentage	of	the	contract	value	(4;2).		

Leaders	 and	 experts	 are	 quite	 satisfied	 with	 the	 level	 of	 commitment	 contractors	 displays	 in	

relation	to	community	benefit.	Even	though	problems	with	SMEs'	capacity	to	deliver	benefits	still	

exist,	 most	 contractors	 accept	 that	 they	 are	 integral	 part	 of	 tenders	 (3;1).	 The	 CIH	 and	Welsh	

government	are	again	considered	 important	actors	 in	term	of	spreading	such	approach,	and	the	

Value	Wales'	Community	Benefit	Toolkit	is	widely	utilised	across	the	sector	to	evaluate	economic	

return.	 Few	 interviewees	 (2;2),	 however,	 criticise	 the	 methodology	 employed	 to	 calculate	

economic	multiplier	effect,	lamenting	that	it	tends	to	overestimate	the	actual	impact	on	the	local	

economy.	Finally,	three	leaders	notice	that	contractors	often	manage	to	shift	costs	of	community	

benefit	to	the	final	client	(i.e.	HAs),	raising	material	or	labour	cost	(3;1).		

Finally,	 HAs	 demonstrated	 mixed	 commitment	 toward	 environmental	 requirements.	 The	 latter	

tend	to	be	confined	to	the	sole	construction	sector,	and	are	seldom	understood	in	a	broader	sense	

(e.g.	 involving	 companies'	 corporate	 values).	Most	HAs	 require	 high-level	 insulation	 and	 energy	

efficiency	 standards,	 often	mixed	 with	 renewable	 energy	 schemes:	 drivers	 can	 be	 identified	 in	

compliance	 with	 the	 WHQS	 regulation,	 but	 also	 with	 an	 interest	 in	 reducing	 tenants	 utility	

expenses	 -	 thus	 making	 tenancy	 more	 sustainable	 -	 and	 tackle	 fuel	 poverty.	 As	 part	 of	 the	

community	benefit	approach,	HAs	may	pose	requirements	in	term	of	energy	consumption,	water	

consumption,	 reduction	 of	 traveling,	 percentage	 of	 recycled	 material,	 and	 quantity	 of	 waste	

landfilled	 (Welsh	Government	2014).	 In	practice,	more	than	half	of	 the	sample	 (4;4)	admits	 that	

even	 though	 HAs	 value	 environmental	 protection,	 they	 should	 implement	 more	 stringent	

requirements,	especially	considered	that	SMEs	are	deemed	able	to	cope	with	growing	standards	

(2;1).	 A	 total	 of	 four	 HAs	 (4;1)	 state	 that	 they	 only	 ask	 for	 the	mandatory	 requirements,	while	
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three	different	leaders	state	(3;1)	that	environmental	issues	rank	high	in	their	list	of	procurement	

values,	 and	 that	 they	 direct	 community	 initiatives	 toward	 environmental	 protection.	 On	 this	

matter,	 the	 opinion	 of	 one	 expert	 is	 worthy	 to	 be	 voiced:	 in	 his	 view,	 the	 growing	 level	 of	

environmental	requirements	is	actually	harming	the	sector,	making	more	costly	and	more	difficult	

to	build	new	units.		

To	 conclude,	 in	 term	 of	 procurement	 HAs	 have	 a	 preference	 for	 local	 SMEs	 and	 third	 sector	

organisations,	mostly	motivate	by	a	perceived	responsibility	to	promote	the	local	economy,	build	

long	 term-relations	with	 suppliers,	 and	manage	 benefit	 connected	with	 contractor's	 local	 scale.	

However,	according	to	experts	and	 leaders	the	SMEs	sector	still	 suffers	 from	a	 lack	of	 tendering	

capacity.	Community	benefits	are	widely	used	across	the	sector,	especially	TR&T	and	community	

initiatives,	again	in	virtue	of	the	HAs'	stake	in	promoting	the	local	economy	and	addressing	social	

exclusion	 (especially	 for	 their	 tenants).	 Environmental	 sustainability	 is	 considered	 a	 value	 in	

procurement,	even	though	practices	to	require	more	demanding	benefits	to	contractor	should	be	

implemented.	 In	 procurement,	 HAs	 are	 thus	 at	 the	 same	 time	 commercially	 and	 socially	 value-

driven,	including	supply-chain	development	among	their	priorities.	

5.2	Community	regeneration	efforts		

Data	demonstrate	that	HAs	perceive	community	regeneration	as	part	of	their	role,	together	with	

promotion	 of	 local	 socio-economic	 development	 and	 tackling	 poverty	 and	 social	 exclusion.	 This	

sort	of	commitment	is	demonstrated	by	the	so-called	"housing	plus".		

At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 data	 analysis	 highlighted	 different	 interpretations	 of	 what	 regeneration	

means	in	practice.	A	number	of	HAs,	 in	fact,	understand	housing	plus	as	a	set	of	services	mostly	

directed	toward	tenants	(3;2).	Service	for	tenants	focuses	principally	on	alleviating	unemployment	

and	underemployment	through	training	and	skill	development,	referral	 to	partner	organisations,	

placements	and	apprenticeships,	 job-seek	advice,	 and	even	 childcare	 support.	 Tenants'	 financial	

management	skills	and	budgeting	literacy	are	growing	area	of	interest	for	HAs	(2;3),	but	they	also	

deliver	a	series	of	wider	services	connected	with	elderly	care,	health	care,	benefit	claiming,	digital	

literacy,	parenting	skills,	healthy	 lifestyle	behaviours,	etc.	 (Clarke,	Morris,	Udagawa	and	Williams	

2014).	Notwithstanding	 the	 positive	 effect	 in	 term	of	 empowerment	 of	 tenants,	 the	 delivery	 of	

these	services	is	also	motivated	by	the	desire	to	make	tenancy	more	sustainable:	tenants	in	work,	

in	 good	 health	 and	 that	 manage	 their	 resources	 wisely	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 pay	 rent	 regularly.	

Interviewees	acknowledge	this	degree	of	self-interest,	stating	that	it	is	a	perfect	balance	between	
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unlashing	individual	potential	and	ensuring	continuation	of	HAs'	beneficial	activities	(1;2).	Another	

driver	 arose	 from	 the	 data	 analysis	 is	 the	 understanding	 of	 tenants	 as	 "clients":	 since	 HAs	 are	

established	for	the	benefit	of	tenants,	it	is	their	responsibility	to	deliver	this	sort	of	services	(3;2).	

Leaders	 sharing	 this	 vision	 also	 limit	 physical	 and	 community	 regeneration	 to	 the	 areas	 in	 the	

immediate	proximity	of	their	stock	(3;1),	limiting	commitment	to	the	wider	community.		

Another	 example	 of	 HAs'	 attention	 to	 tenants	 is	 represented	 by	 engagement	 in	 the	 decision-

making	process.	HAs	value	highly	tenant	participation,	and	try	to	promote	it	through	a	variety	of	

tools,	such	as	membership	in	the	Board,	presence	of	tenants'	involvement	teams,	organisation	of	

tenants'	action	groups	etc.		Such	approach	demonstrates	a	good	understanding	and	commitment	

to	co-production	principles,	empowers	 local	actors	and	eventually	trickles-down	in	 improvement	

for	the	wider	community,	through	tenants-managed	regeneration	projects	(conservation	of	green	

areas,	improvement	of	social	spaces,	social	initiatives	etc.).	Notwithstanding	HAs'	commitment	to	

this	 approach,	 two	 experts	 and	 one	 leader	 identify	 difficulties	 in	 engaging	 certain	 categories	 of	

tenants,	 especially	 the	 younger	 one,	 thus	 getting	 a	 partial	 representation	 of	 the	 whole	 cohort	

(1;2).		

Wider	community	regeneration	it	is	more	variegated	than	tenants'	involvement.		It	is	composed	by	

a	number	of	 projects,	 often	 in	 cooperation	with	private	 and	 third	 sector	organisations.	 Physical	

regeneration	of	neighbourhoods	and	communities	is	perceived	as	a	key	responsibility	of	HAs	(8;2),	

especially	 in	 case	 of	 new	 development	 projects.	 It	 involves	 brownfield	 regeneration,	 energy	

efficiency	 improvement	 of	 old	 tenures,	 installation	 of	 renewable	 energy	 schemes	 (although	

declining	after	 the	 suspension	of	 the	 feed-in-tariff),	 development	and	 improvement	of	 common	

space,	restoration	of	green	and	natural	areas,	promotion	of	mixed-use	schemes,	refurbishment	of	

building	 used	 for	 social	 purpose	 (community	 centres,	 local	 schools	 etc.).	 Most	 of	 these	

interventions	 are	 part	 of	 HAs	 regeneration	 plans	 and	 are	 often	 achieved	 through	 community	

benefits.	 Physical	 regeneration	 of	 neighbourhood	 has	 the	 effect	 of	 counterbalancing	 the	 social	

stigma	attached	to	community	housing,	and	aims	to	develop	most	deprived	or	 isolated	areas	 to	

ensure	 a	 more	 balanced	 form	 of	 development.	 However,	 interviewees	 (1;3)	 emphasise	 the	

difficulties	connected	with	achieving	such	a	balance:	new	housing	development	is	linked	to	market	

dynamics,	 thus	 dictated	 by	 land	 value,	 competition	 with	 other	 HAs,	 and	 future	 demand.	 As	 a	

result,	it	is	often	carried	out	in	greenfield	sites	and	in	the	centres	of	agglomeration,	contributing	to	

urban	sprawl	and	decay	of	the	most	isolated	communities	(normally	located	in	the	Valleys,	where	

unprofitable	social	units	get	sold).		
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Softer	solutions	in	term	of	community	engagement	take	the	form	of	support	in	employment	and	

traineeships	(especially	through	subsidiaries),	promotion	of	sport	and	social	activities,	support	to	

community	 centres	 and	 local	 social	 enterprises,	 and	 initiatives	 to	 reduce	 anti-social	 behaviours.	

Specific	 attention	 is	 connected	 with	 sustainable	 practices	 and	 lifestyle,	 such	 as	 community	

gardening	 and	 collection	 and	 re-use	 of	 old	 furniture.	 These	 forms	 of	 integrated	 regeneration	

services,	event	though	 less	common	and	structured	compared	to	tenants'	services,	demonstrate	

HAs'	 commitment	 to	 integrated	 regeneration	 and	 good	 capacity	 to	 engage	 communities,	 third	

sector	organisations	and	 the	 local	 government	 (9;3).	A	number	of	 these	projects	are	 in	 fact	 the	

result	of	collaborations	with	volunteer	groups	and	charities,	involving	local	but	also	big	actors	(e.g.	

Groundwork	Cymru),	and	in	some	case	even	in-house	regeneration-arm	companies	(e.g.	Meadow	

Prospect).	HAs	projects	are	also	integrated	into	governmental	regeneration	programmes,	such	as	

Flying	Start	and	Community	First.	A	further	motivation	for	this	cooperation	can	be	identified	in	the	

reduction	of	service	duplication.	The	majority	of	leaders	and	experts	(5;3)	recognises	the	indirect	

economic	 effect	 this	 activities	 delivers,	 and	understand	 the	beneficial	 socio-economic	 impact	of	

these	 actions.	 However,	 only	 a	minority	 have	 the	 resources	 and	 the	 capacity	 to	monetise	 and	

quantitatively	 evaluate	 impact:	 the	Housing	Associations'	 Charitable	 Trust	 toolkit	 and	 the	 Social	

Return	 on	 Investment	 approach	 are	 the	 two	 most	 used	 methodologies	 (HACT	 2014;	 UK	

Government	2009).	

An	 interesting	 element	 regarding	 LSVTs	 arose	 from	 the	 discussion	with	 experts.	 According	 to	 a	

three	 experts	 and	 one	 leader	 (representative	 of	 a	 LSVT),	 LSVTs	 tend	 to	 be	 more	 active	 and	

innovative	 in	 engaging	 tenants	 and	 communities	 compared	 to	 traditional	 HAs	 (1;3).	 Experts	

emphasised	 how	 the	 voting	 process	 empowered	 tenants	 and	 trained	 them	 to	 the	 dynamics	 of	

engagement:	moreover,	having	originated	as	a	consequence	of	a	clear	demand	for	change,	LSVTs	

tend	 to	 value	 community	 engagement	 higher	 than	 traditional	 HAs.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 other	

interviewees	(3;2)	state	that	LSVTs	are	not	more	commitment	or	successful	than	traditional	HAs,	

and	that	it	depends	on	each	single	case.		

In	conclusion,	 the	social	 return	originated	by	physical	 regeneration	and	housing	plus	practices	 is	

generally	 positive	 and	 driven	 by	 genuine	 interest	 in	 community	 development.	 Social	 return	 to	

tenants	 is	more	widespread	and	 structured,	even	 though	motivated	by	a	 certain	degree	of	 self-

interest.	 Main	 barriers	 are	 identified	 in	 the	 market	 dynamics	 dominating	 development	 and	

involvement	difficulties,	while	the	cooperation	with	other	organisations	is	considered	a	powerful	

enabler.			
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5.3	Financial	system	and	social	enterprise	balance		

According	 to	 the	 CHC	 Global	 Account	 (CHC	 2016),	 the	majority	 of	 HAs'	 secure	 income	 through	

letting	of	social	houses	(84%),	while	the	remaining	is	generate	by	other	forms	of	letting	(affordable	

and	 market),	 or	 other	 services	 offered	 at	 market	 price.	 These	 data	 are	 consistent	 with	 the	

information	retrieved	during	the	interviews:	all	experts	and	leaders	(12;5)	agree	that	the	sector	is	

financially	healthy	(net	surplus	as	a	whole,	74	£m),	and	that	HAs	can	cover	core	services	of	housing	

provision	with	their	own	revenues,	devolving	part	of	these	resources	to	housing	plus	services.	 In	

term	of	construction	of	new	units,	HAs	rely	on	the	Social	Housing	Grant	from	Welsh	Government,	

that	 covers	 58%	 of	 costs	 for	 social	 rented	 units	 and	 22%	 for	 affordable	 rented	 units.	 Lending	

covers	 the	 remaining	 construction	 costs.	 The	 researcher	 collected	 information	 on	 the	way	 HAs	

borrow	 money,	 and	 on	 the	 motivations	 behind	 such	 practices.	 Ten	 out	 of	 twelve	 HAs	 (12;3)	

mentioned	that	they	borrow	money	from	traditional	high	street	banks	and	building	society	(two	

leaders	did	not	provide	an	answer),	with	no	leader	mentioning	credit	unions,	CDFIs,	or	social	bond	

systems	as	key	lenders.	Three	experts	identified	opportunities	in	term	of	mobilising	pension	funds,	

but	 only	 two	 HAs	 have	 accessed	 them	 through	 insurance	 company	 borrowing,	 stating	 it	 is	 a	

practice	at	its	very	early	stages	(2;3).	A	number	of	drivers	are	identified	by	HAs:	first	of	all,	several	

experts	state	that	CDFIs	and	credit	unions	do	not	have	the	capacity	to	provide	sufficient	lending	to	

sustain	 housing	 development.	 Secondly,	 HAs	 aims	 to	 get	 the	 "cheapest	 money"	 possible,	 and	

interest	rates	from	socially	responsible	lending	institutions	are	not	competitive.	This	situation	may	

change	in	the	future,	considering	that	private	sector's	 interest	rates	for	 long-term	borrowing	are	

growing,	moving	from	"offering	20	to	30	year	term	loans	at	margins	as	low	as	0.25%,	to	maximum	

terms	of	10	years	and	margins	more	aligned	at	2%"	(CHC	2016,	p.28).	As	a	result,	CDFIs	and	credit	

union	are	used	 solely	 to	offer	 low-interest	 loans	 to	 tenants,	 trying	 to	eradicate	 the	presence	of	

"loan	sharks"	in	the	market	(8;1).	The	already	mentioned	Moneyline	Cymru	is	the	best	example	of	

this	approach.		

Welsh	 Government	 is	 considered	 a	 positive	 actor	 in	 financial	 term,	 praised	 for	 its	 capacity	 to	

maintain	grants	constant	in	times	of	austerity	(especially	in	the	aftermath	of	2008	global	financial	

crisis),	and	for	having	sheltered	the	Welsh	sector	from	a	number	of	external	influences	(1;3).	WG	

managed	to	maintain	the	percentage	of	construction	cost	covered	by	SHG	fixed	at	58%	(the	rate	in	

England	 is	 flexible),	 and	 blocked	 the	 introduction	 of	 the	 rent	 cut	 policy	 (again	 implemented	 in	

England).	The	latter	-	a	reduction	of	social	rent	by	1%	a	year	for	four	year	-	is	perceived	as	one	of	

the	most	serious	threats	to	the	stability	of	the	sector:	according	to	one	leader,	if	 implemented	it	
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would	result	in	the	closure	of	almost	half	of	Welsh	HAs.	The	final	element	challenging	HAs	is	the	

introduction	(this	time	in	Wales	as	well)	of	the	Universal	Credit	system,	implying	the	payment	of	

housing	benefits	directly	to	tenants.	Making	tenants	in	charge	of	paying	rents	to	HAs	means	that	

they	may	prioritise	other	expenses	over	rent,	disrupting	the	flow	of	income	for	RSLs.	According	to	

three	 experts,	 most	 financial	 training	 services	 currently	 delivered	 to	 tenants	 are	 meant	 to	

minimise	this	risk.		

Notwithstanding	 the	 fact	 that	 this	 threats	 are	 currently	 contained	 by	WG	 or	mitigated	 by	 HAs'	

interventions,	 three	experts	and	one	 leader	recognise	that	the	grant	system	for	HAs	 is	gradually	

changing	 and	has	 started	a	 trend	of	 decline	 (1;3):	Westminster	 austerity	policy	 continues	 to	hit	

local	authorities,	there	are	uncertainties	on	the	future	re-introduction	of	the	rent	cut,	and	an	open	

discussion	on	a	flexible	SHG	rate.	HAs	are	also	well	aware	that	if	market	pressure	grows	without	

the	 introduction	 of	 new	 source	 of	 financing,	 they	 will	 be	 forced	 to	 retreat	 to	 deliver	 housing	

provision	core	services	and	abandon	regeneration	and	community	development	(2;3).	These	risks	

fuelled	the	discussion	regarding	HAs'	balance	between	commercial	behaviours	and	social	values.	

HAs	 considered	 themselves	 "socially	 hearted	 and	 commercially	minded	organisations",	meaning	

that	 they	 use	 commercial	 strategies	 to	 fulfil	 their	 social	 mission	 (6;3).	 However,	 leaders	 and	

experts	agree	that	pressures	to	become	more	commercially	oriented	are	present	(5;1).	HAs	have	

reacted	to	this	tendency	on	the	one	hand	building	and	managing	commercially	rented	units,	and	

on	the	other	hand	opening	commercial	arms	organisations	that	offer	a	series	of	services	at	market	

price,	such	as	lettings	or	maintenance,	with	one	leader	also	mentioned	the	management	of	small	

shops	 (4;2).	Moreover,	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	notice	 that	 two	HAs'	 leaders,	while	not	managing	any	

commercial	unit	so	far,	are	considering	doing	so	as	a	response	to	market	pressure.	Money	earned	

through	 these	 systems	 are	 used	 to	 cross-subsidise	 construction	 and	 maintenance	 of	 social	

housing.	Opinions	on	these	tools	are	mixed	among	the	sample.	Three	interviewees	(2;1)	perceived	

it	as	the	best	strategy	to	follow,	stating	that	"the	better	you	perform	commercially	the	better	you	

deliver	social	value".	One	leader	also	emphasise	the	social	effect	of	mixed	rented	blocks,	meant	as	

a	tool	to	mix	households	from	different	social	groups	and	avoid	stigmatization.	On	the	other	hand,	

more	than	half	of	 the	sample	 (3;4)	perceives	cross-subsidisation	has	a	necessity:	 to	deliver	 their	

social	mission	and	keep	their	employees	in	work,	HAs	must	be	commercially	viable,	and	"keep	the	

balance	right".		

Finally,	the	merger	culture	is	another	disrupting	elements	in	the	current	social	enterprise	balance.	

While	mergers	 are	usual	 in	 the	 English	 system,	 characterised	by	big	 players,	 the	 first	merger	 in	
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Wales	 has	 only	 occurred	 in	 the	 last	 few	months,	 involving	 Gwalia	 Housing	 Association	 and	 the	

Seren	Group	 (now	Pobl	Group,	managing	more	 than	10,000	 tenancies,	Apps	2016).	 The	merger	

culture	 is	 linked	by	experts	and	 leaders	alike	with	a	commercial	shift	 in	social	housing	practices,	

distancing	 from	 community	 involvement	 and	 demonstrating	 little	 attention	 to	 social	 return	 in	

procurement.	The	sample	is	although	divided	into	two	groups:	the	majority	(6;4)	believes	that	this	

tendency	will	be	 limited,	and	 that	 the	Welsh	 culture	of	 "collaborative	economy"	and	 "collective	

entrepreneurialism"	 -	 together	 with	Welsh	 Government's	 intervention	 -	 will	 shelter	 the	 nation	

from	 such	 shift.	 A	 minority	 (5;1),	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 believes	 that	 the	 process	 is	 already	

happening,	and	that	the	balance	can	easily	shift.	

To	conclude,	in	term	of	finance	HAs	secure	resources	from	letting,	governmental	grant	and	private	

financial	 sector.	 No	 use	 of	 socially	 responsible	 financial	 actors	 has	 been	 identified,	 with	 the	

exception	 of	 loans	 for	 tenants.	 The	 WG	 has	 had	 a	 stabilising	 effect	 in	 the	 last	 few	 year,	 but	

changes	 in	the	grant	system,	social	rent	revenue	flow	and	raising	 interest	rates	are	perceived	as	

incumbent	risks.		

As	 a	 consequence	 of	 these	 elements,	 there	 is	 a	 pressure	 on	 the	 sector	 to	 become	 more	

commercially	oriented.	HAs	have	reacted	strengthening	their	commercial	arms,	even	though	they	

perceive	 it	as	a	mean	to	an	end	 (i.e.	provide	more	social	houses	and	tenants'	and	communities'	

development).	 The	 merger	 culture	 is	 another	 important	 pressure	 on	 the	Welsh	 social	 housing	

sector;	 however,	 the	 majority	 of	 the	 sample	 is	 confident	 for	 the	 Welsh	 system	 to	 have	 the	

necessary	 cultural	 and	 political	 "antibodies"	 to	 avoid	 a	 transformation	 similar	 to	 the	 one	

experienced	in	England.		

5.4	Answering	the	research	questions	

The	 above	 sections	 present	 HAs	 practices	 that	 can	 be	 considered	 in	 line	 with	 foundational	

economy	 principles,	 the	motivations	 driving	 such	 practices,	 and	 the	main	 barriers	 and	 enablers	

influence	them.	The	following	table	summarise	these	main	elements,	and	help	identifying	answers	

to	question	1	and	question	2.	
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5.5	Generating	a	theory	linking	Housing	Association	sector	and	foundational	economy	

The	fourth	coding	phase	compared	practices,	drivers,	enablers	and	barriers	identified	in	the	third	

coding	 phase	 with	 FE	 concepts.	 In	 such	 a	 way,	 it	 identifies	 to	 what	 extent	 HAs	 behave	 in	 a	

foundational	way,	thus	answering	Q3.	This	section	presents	these	results	in	a	narrative	form,	and	

uses	them	to	formulate	the	theory.		

HAs	 present	 an	 interesting	 chain-value	 approach	 in	 their	 procurement	 strategies.	 Firstly,	 they	

intentionally	structure	procurement	to	facilitate	bidding	of	 local	grounded	companies,	SMEs	and	

other	 small	 social	 enterprises.	 Even	 though	 several	 other	motivations	 drive	 this	 approach,	 HAs'	

principal	aim	is	to	strengthen	local	SMEs'	capacity	and	experience	in	the	tenders	process,	so	to	be	

more	effectively	in	future	bids.	They	clearly	understand	the	key	role	of	SMEs	in	providing	jobs	for	

local	 workers	 and	 their	 indirect	 local	 economy	 multiplier	 effect.	 They	 also	 value	 long-term	

relationships	 with	 these	 companies,	 building	 a	 connected	 procurement	 structure	 with	 local	

organisations	 and	 helping	 them	 to	 remain	 active	 on	 the	 market.	 The	 definition	 of	 "local	

procurement"	emerging	 from	the	data	 is	also	 in	 line	with	FE	principles.	Leaders	and	experts	use	

"travel	to	work"	time-based	calculations	or	"distance	to	work"	calculation,	an	approach	that	fit	the	

corridor	 structure	 of	 South	 Welsh	 regional	 economy	 and	 refuse	 a	 simplistic	 "Wales-based"	

approach	 (2;2).	 Community	 initiatives	 demonstrate	 attention	 to	 the	 long-term	 social	 impact	 of	

procurement,	even	though	when	it	comes	to	construction	projects	economic	drivers	seems	to	be	

the	priority.	 Similarly,	 consideration	of	 the	 long-term	environmental	 impact	of	 the	procurement	

chain	is	less	evident	in	HAs'	practices,	and	leaders	admit	they	have	to	improve	their	environmental	

requirements.	

HAs	 understand	 perfectly	 their	 responsibilities	 in	 term	 of	 social	 return.	 Community	 initiatives,	

physical	regeneration	and	housing	plus	represent	forms	of	reinvestment	 in	the	 local	community,	

addressing	specific	needs.	Practices	to	tackle	employment	and	inactivity	of	local	workforce	merit	a	

special	mention.	 They	have	 the	double	effect	of	hiring	 local	people,	 strengthening	actors	 in	 the	

procurement	chain	and	redistributing	access	to	service.	The	latter	is	another	key	characteristic	of	

HAs	actions.	While	it	could	be	argued	that	HAS'	core	service	(i.e.	social	housing	provision)	naturally	

redistribute	access	to	service,	the	variety	of	services	for	tenants	and	(in	a	less	structured	way)	for	

the	 wider	 community	 strengthens	 this	 approach.	 Moreover,	 a	 certain	 number	 of	 these	

interventions	are	specifically	directed	toward	promotion	of	sustainable	practices	and	lifestyles,	a	

key	concept	in	term	of	FE's	social	return.	Finally,	interviewees	demonstrated	attention	toward	the	
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improvement	 of	working	 environment	 for	 employees	 and	 involvement	 of	workers	 (two	 leaders	

mentioned	employees'	representation	in	the	Board)	(2;1).	Such	commitment	is	also	demonstrated	

by	the	"living	wage"	certification,	hold	by	more	a	third	of	interviewed	HAs.		

The	 financial	 sector	 is	 definitely	 where	 the	 sector	 distances	 itself	 the	 most	 from	 FE.	 Locally	

accountable	 institutions	 are	 only	 present	 as	 lenders	 for	 tenants,	mechanisms	 to	 invest	 pension	

funds	locally	are	at	an	embryonic	state,	regionalisation	of	financial	system	is	limited	(even	though	

Principality,	 a	 Wales-based	 building	 society,	 is	 a	 big	 lender	 for	 the	 sector).	 In	 conclusion,	 the	

private	financial	sector	is	still	dominating,	and	so	it	is	the	point-value	approach.		

Regarding	social	enterprise	structure,	HAs	perform	positively	in	term	of	co-production	of	services,	

involving	 tenants	 in	 the	decision	making,	cooperating	with	other	private	and	civil	 society	actors,	

and	sharing	of	best	practice	with	other	HAs.	In	term	of	balance	between	economic	efficiency	and	

social	 return,	 the	 analysis	 conclude	 that	 HAs	 are	 strongly	 driven	 by	 communitarian	 values,	 and	

that	economic	activities	are	structure	 in	such	away	to	ensure	social	 return.	However,	 the	risk	of	

"shift	 the	 balance"	 due	 to	 a	 number	 of	 pressures	 is	 real,	 and	 the	 elements	 that	 are	 currently	

sheltering	the	sector	need	to	be	reinforced.	

The	following	table	summarises	the	element	of	this	section,	linking	FE	concepts	with	HAs	practices	

and	drivers.		
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Foundational	Economy	Concepts	 HAs	Drivers	and	Practices		

Strengthen	actors	in	the	supply	chain.		 SMEs-friendly	procurement	
Creation	of	local	job	and	training	opportunities	

Procure	from	SMEs	and	grounded	firms		 SMEs-friendly	procurement	
Built	a	connected	procurement	structure	 Long-term	relations	with	supplier	

Procure	locally	and	regionally		

Procure	from	local	companies	and	local	SMEs	
Creation	of	local	job	opportunities		
Definition	of	local	consistent	with	economic	geography	of	
the	South	Wales	region	

Consider	long-term	social	and	environmental	impact	of	the	
supply	chain	

Community	Benefit,	especially	workforce	(TR&T)	and	
community	initiatives.	Less	visible	in	term	of	environmental	
initiatives	

Reinvest	money	in	the	local	area	
Community	initiatives	requirements	in	procurement,	
physical	regeneration	and	housing	plus	services	for	tenants	
and	communities	

Employ	local	workforce	 Creation	of	local	job	and	training	opportunities,	especially	
for	tenants		

Address	specific	needs	and	problems	of	each	locality		 Housing	plus	services	for	tenants	and	communities		
Community	initiatives	requirements	in	procurement	

Promote	sustainable	practices	 Housing	plus	services	for	tenants	and	communities	

Redistribute	access	to	services		

Creation	of	local	jobs	and	training	opportunities,	especially	
for	tenants	
Provision	of	social	housing		
Support	for	tenants	and	communities		

Assure	high	quality	working	environment	and	benefit	for	
employees	

Living	Wage	organisation	
Involvement	of	employee	representatives	in	boards		

Regionalisation	of	the	financial	circuits	 Present	in	very	little	extent	
Locally	accountable	financial	institutions	 Present	in	very	little	extent,	except	for	lending	to	tenants	
Retention	of	pension	funds	 Present	in	very	little	extent	
Low	and	steady	return	(5%	max.)	 Present	in	very	little	extent	
Find	a	balance	between	economic	efficiency	and	social	
return.	

Use	commercial	arms	to	cross-subsidise	social	services	
Pressure	to	become	more	business	oriented	

Maintain	communitarian	values		 Regeneration	and	poverty	alleviation	key	priority	of	HA	
Pressure	to	become	more	business	oriented	

Co-production	of	services	 Involvement	of	tenants		
Cooperation	with	other	third	sector	organisations	

Sharing	of	best	practices	and	knowledge		 Cooperation	with	WG	and	local	authority		
Cooperation	among	HAs	

Figure	7	Connection	between	FE	concepts	and	HAs'	drivers	and	practices.	Source:	Author's	own	
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In	conclusion,	 the	HA	sector	 is	part	of	 the	 foundational	economy,	and	HAs	are	key	 foundational	

actors.	 The	 sector	 is	 driven	 by	 and	 operates	 according	 to	 social	 franchise	 and	 chain-value	

principles	in	service	delivery	and	procurement.	HAs'	corporate	actions	and	motivations	present	a	

good	and	relatively	stable	balance	between	business	sustainability	and	FE	social	return.	However,	

HAs	do	not	demonstrate	commitment	to	FE	principles	in	financial	practices.	We	can	thus	use	these	

elements	to	induct	the	following	theory:	

HAs	understand	an	behave	accordingly	to	social	franchise	and	chain-value	principles,	showcase	a	

good	balance	between	 social	 return	and	 commercial	objectives,	but	have	not	 fully	 embedded	

the	importance	of	a	socially	responsible	financial	system.		

As	 a	 result,	 event	 though	 the	Welsh	 HA	 sector	 do	 not	 fully	 operate	 according	 to	 foundational	

principles,	 HAs	 showcase	 several	 foundational	 economy	 best	 practices	 and	 are	 thus	 very	

important	actors	in	a	foundational	economy	context.	

To	 summarise,	 the	 following	 figure	presents	 the	answers	 to	 the	 three	 research	questions,	using	

the	results	presented	in	this	section.	
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6.	CONCLUSIONS	AND	RECOMMENDATIONS		

The	 research	 project	 analyses	 the	 Housing	 Association	 sector	 under	 the	 lens	 of	 foundational	

economy.	Even	though	Housing	Associations	are	key	actors	in	the	delivery	of	social	housing,	no	study	

so	far	has	explored	this	 link.	 In	the	researcher's	view,	this	gap	represents	a	lost	opportunity	for	the	

foundational	economy	theory,	which	can	expand	its	scope	of	research	as	well	as	its	political	reform	

agenda.	At	the	same	time,	it	contributes	to	the	housing	research	literature,	presenting	a	new	way	to	

explore	 housing	 dynamics,	 and	 benefits	 HAs,	 clarifying	 their	 role	 in	 the	 growing	 discussion	 on	

foundational	economy.		

The	 research	 thus	 aimed	 to	 formulate	 a	 theory	 explaining	 HAs'	 practices	 from	 a	 foundational	

economy	point	of	view.	The	main	idea	is	to	analyse	HAs	practices	and	drivers	to	evaluate	if	they	are	

consistent	 with	 FE	 concepts.	 Considering	 the	 lack	 of	 formalisation	 of	 FE	 concepts	 in	 the	 available	

literature,	a	preliminary	question	must	be	answered:	

Q0:	What	concepts	can	we	identify	to	formalise	FE	into	an	analytical	framework?		

This	contributed	to	fill	the	secondary	gap	of	the	literature,	 i.e.	the	lack	of	measurement	framework	

identifying	FE	concepts,	variables	and	indicators.	The	researcher	believes	that	such	framework	is	an	

important	and	necessary	step	for	the	future	development	of	foundational	economy,	both	as	a	theory	

and	as	a	political	project,	and	hope	to	ignite	such	debate.	

Following	that,	four	research	questions	need	to	be	addressed:	

	Q1:	 To	 what	 extent	 Housing	 Associations	 perform	 practices	 that	 are	 in	 line	 with	 foundational	

economy	principles?	

Q2:	What	 are	 the	motivations	 driving	 such	 practices?	What	 barriers	 and	 enablers	 influence	 these	

motivations?	

Q3:	What	type	of	connection	link	Housing	Association'	sector	and	foundational	economy?	

Data	have	been	 collected	 through	qualitative	 semi-structured	 interviews	with	HAs'	 representatives	

and	experts,	considering	their	interpretations	a	valuable	source	of	knowledge.	The	data	collected	has	

been	 analysed	 and	 triangulated	 through	 a	 coding	 approach,	 and	 the	 theory	 has	 been	 inductively	

generated	from	the	result	of	this	coding	exercise.			

Housing	 associations	 perform	 a	 series	 of	 actions	 that	 can	 be	 considered	 in	 line	with	 foundational	

economy	principles.	They	employ	a	chain-value	approach,	designing	the	procurement	chain	in	order	
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to	empower	SMEs	and	local	actors,	tackling	unemployment,	developing	communities	and,	in	a	lesser	

extent,	 promote	 sustainable	 practices.	 Similar	 commitment	 is	 demonstrated	 by	 a	 wide	 array	 of	

services	 and	 benefits	 for	 tenants,	 communities	 and	 employees.	 HAs	 rarely	 use	 social	 responsible	

financial	 institutions	 (only	 for	 lending	 to	 tenants),	 and	 deliver	 a	 series	 of	 services	 at	market	 price	

(letting,	maintenance	etc.)	to	cross-subsidise	social	services.		

Main	 drivers	 can	 be	 grouped	 in	 two	 categories:	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 there	 is	 a	 clear	 commitment	 to	

tackling	poverty,	addressing	social	exclusion	and	empowering	communities;	on	the	other	hand,	there	

is	 a	 degree	 of	 self-interest	 (e.g.	 creating	 opportunities	 for	 tenants	 eventually	 trickle-down	 into	

sustainable	 tenancy),	 and	 the	 necessity	 to	 maintain	 the	 organisation	 economically	 viable	 and	

commercially	 sustainable.	 A	 number	 of	 enablers	 support	 the	 former	 driver:	 the	 actions	 of	Welsh	

Government	and	Value	Wales,	CIH,	and	other	TSOs;	SMEs'	understanding	of	the	role	of	community	

benefits;	 and	 Welsh	 collaborative	 culture.	 However,	 a	 number	 of	 barriers	 either	 prevents	

foundational	practices	or	increases	market	pressures,	such	as	the	limited	capacity	of	SMEs	to	deliver	

community	benefits,	HAs	focusing	solely	on	tenants,	 limited	 lending	capacity	of	socially	responsible	

financial	 institutions,	 difficulties	 in	 engaging	 tenants	 and	 communities,	 and	 the	 pressures	 on	 the	

sector	coming	from	Westminster	or	the	English	context	(Universal	Credit,	rent	cut,	merge	culture).		

In	conclusion,	we	can	formulate	our	theory,	stating	that	HAs	understand	and	behave	accordingly	to	

social	 franchise	 and	 chain-value	 principles,	 showcase	 a	 good	 balance	 between	 social	 return	 and	

commercial	 objectives,	 but	 have	 not	 fully	 understood	 the	 importance	 of	 a	 socially	 responsible	

financial	system.	

The	 theory	 inducted	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 dissertation	 presents	 theoretical	 and	 practical	 implications.	

From	 a	 theoretical	 point	 of	 view,	 it	 demonstrates	 and	 explains	 the	 link	 existing	 between	 social	

housing	 sector	 and	 foundational	 economy.	 This	 opens	 the	 path	 for	 future	 foundational	 economy	

research	in	the	field,	analysing	different	geographical	context	(e.g.	England,	Europe,	etc.)	or	different	

actors	in	the	sector	(e.g.	local	councils).	Hopefully,	FE	academics	will	develop	a	structured	analytical	

framework	to	explore	more	in-depth	social	housing	sector	dynamics.	The	theory	also	contributes	to	

housing	 studies,	 demonstrating	 that	 social	 housing	 can	 be	 connected	 with	 a	 comprehensive	

economic	theory	and	reform	paradigm,	and	detailing	HAs'	drivers	and	perceived	barriers	or	enablers	

according	to	socially	relevant	objectives.	

The	 established	 link	 permits	 to	 expand	 FE	 political	 agenda,	 including	 social	 housing	 sector	 in	 its	

reform	 plan.	 In	 practical	 terms,	 this	 means	 that	 FE	 should	 give	 more	 attention	 to	 HAs	 internal	
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dynamics	and	to	the	role	of	the	social	housing	sector	when	designing	policy	reforms.	This	will	have	

positive	consequences	for	both	HAs	-	which	will	be	key	actors	 in	this	new	economic	vision	-	and	FE	

agenda	-	which	may	find	 in	HAs	a	strong	 lobby	group.	HA	sector	can	also	be	used	to	showcase	the	

beneficial	effects	of	FE	approach	in	practice,	gathering	more	political	support.		

Based	on	the	findings,	a	series	of	recommendations	can	be	designed	in	order	to	make	HAs	even	more	

committed	to	FE	concepts,	or	to	expand	HAs'	best	practices	into	other	sectors.		

The	community	benefit	 approach	 in	procurement	 should	be	expanded	and	applied	 to	both	private	

and	public	procurement.	Welsh	Government	and	Value	Wales	are	actively	promoting	such	approach,	

but	 their	 actions	 should	 be	 supported	 by	 other	 private	 and	 third	 sector	 organisations.	 Similarly,	

community	 development	 and	 engagement	 actions	 (following	 the	 housing	 plus	 model)	 should	 be	

promoted.	HAs	already	disseminate	 such	a	 vision	 cooperating	with	TSOs,	private	actors	 and	public	

bodies,	 but	 a	 long	 and	 continuous	 work	 will	 be	 necessary	 to	 spread	 these	 new	 corporate	 values,	

especially	 in	 the	 private	 sector.	 Using	 commercial	 arms	 to	 cross-subsidise	 social	 services	 is	 also	 a	

positive	feature	of	the	sector,	even	though	the	right	balance	between	this	two	types	of	activity	must	

be	carefully	maintained.	

The	researcher	reinstates	the	necessity	of	a	FE	measurement	framework,	and	strongly	advocate	for	

the	creation	of	such	tool.	Similarly,	a	standardised	system	to	monetise	social	return	of	housing	plus	

services	and	community	initiatives	should	be	designed	by	CIH	or	WG,	in	order	to	promote	actions	in	

the	procurement	process	and	make	impact	evident.		

Still	 in	 term	of	procurement,	 the	researcher	believes	 that	 the	practice	of	 requiring	a	percentage	of	

contract	 value	as	 form	of	 community	benefit	 should	be	promoted,	 since	 it	 allows	a	more	 strategic	

regeneration	effort.	Mechanisms	to	avoid	shifting	of	community	initiatives'	costs	from	contractors	to	

HAs	 should	 be	 implemented	 as	 well.	 Community	 benefit's	 environmental	 initiatives	 should	 be	

expanded,	in	order	to	be	applicable	to	a	wider	remit	of	sectors.		

Market	pressures	will	always	be	present,	but	Welsh	Government	can	do	much	to	shelter	the	sector.	

On	 the	 top	of	 continuing	 to	block	 rent	 cut	policy	and	maintaining	a	 stable	Social	Housing	Grant,	 it	

should	protect	 the	smaller	HAs	 (which	 risks	 to	be	 impacted	by	a	possible	 increase	of	mergers)	and	

direct	new	housing	development	according	to	regeneration	objectives.					

The	financial	sector	is	where	there	is	more	room	for	improvements,	considered	the	limited	capacity	

of	credit	union,	CDFIs,	etc.	New	institutions	must	be	created,	such	as	a	"national	umbrella	providing	
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accounting	and	regulatory	services	to	credit	unions",	as	designed	by	Morgan	and	Price	(2011,	p.40),	

and	 current	 practices	 must	 be	 strengthen,	 especially	 in	 term	 of	 local	 social	 funds.	 Mechanism	 to	

reinvest	pension	funds	locally	must	be	introduced,	possibly	directing	them	toward	social	projects.	The	

WG	should	nurture	locally	accountable	financial	institutions	to	the	point	they	can	actively	contribute	

in	lending	to	the	social	housing	sector.		

Future	research	should	try	to	overcome	the	limitations	of	this	research.	A	more	robust	FE	theoretical	

framework	needs	 to	be	designed,	possibly	one	 that	permits	 to	gather	quantitative	data	supporting	

qualitative	ones.	Future	research	should	also	expand	the	scope	of	this	dissertation,	exploring	other	

geographical	contexts	and	actors:	a	comparison	between	the	FE	characteristics	of	Welsh	and	English	

HA	sector	would	be	particularly	interesting.	In	term	of	methodology,	future	research	should	expand	

the	 sample	 (in	 term	of	HAs,	 leaders	 and	 experts)	 and	 strengthen	 the	 coding	 exercise	 (e.g.	 using	 a	

Delphi	method	approach).	Finally,	new	FE	studies	on	the	social	housing	sector	should	be	performed,	

further	 expanding	 the	 list	 of	 FE	 practices	 and	 drivers,	mapping	 the	 foundational	 economy	 impact	

(especially	in	a	quantitative	way),	and	designing	political	interventions.	

Defining	 the	 relationship	 linking	 Housing	 Associations	 and	 foundational	 economy,	 the	 research	

unfolded	new	paths	in	the	debate	on	Welsh	industrial	policy,	hopefully	getting	closer	to	a	fairer	and	

more	sustainable	form	of	economic	development.		
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ANNEX	I:	SEMI-STRUCTURE	INTERVIEWS'	QUESTIONS		

The	following	questions	have	been	asked	to	both	expert	and	leaders.	The	main	difference	is	that	

the	former	as	been	asked	about	the	HAs	in	general,	while	leaders	about	their	specific	association.	

The	research	has	been	de-composed	into	its	4	main	areas	of	interest:	procurement,	housing	plus,	

financial	 system	 and	 social	 enterprise	 structure.	 The	 questions	 aims	 to	 research	 HAs	 practices	

through	the	lens	of	these	four	elements.	

Procurement:	

1. To	what	extent		(HAs/you)	manage	procurement	in	a	way	that	favours	SMEs	and	TSOs?	Do	

(they/you)	understand	the	impact	SMEs	and	third	sector	organisations	have	on	the	local	

economic	development?	What	benefit	do	(they/you)	identify	in	such	approach?	What	

enablers	and	barriers	do	(they/you)	encounter	in	doing	so?	

2. How	much	(HAs/do	you)	use	instruments	to	promote	local	procurement	(considering	the	

non-discriminatory	limits	posed	by	EU	legislation)?	How	much	do	(they/you)	value	the	

importance	of	local	firms?		

3. How	TR&T	is	used	by	(HAs/you)?	Does	it	deliver	good	results?	What	benefit	do	(they/you)	

identify	in	such	an	approach?	What	enablers	and	barriers	do	(they/you)	encounter	in	doing	

so?	

4. What	other	community	benefits	are	achieved	through	procurement?	How	(HAs/you)	

decide	what	type	of	community	benefit	to	require?	What	benefit	do	(they/you)	identify	in	

such	approach?	What	enablers	and	barriers	do	(they/you)	encounter	in	doing	so?	

5. To	what	extent	environmental	related	requirements	are	included	in	procurement	

(especially	environmental	solutions)?		How	much	environmental	legislations	and	

procurement	prevent	the	bid	of	local	SMEs	and	TSOs?	What	benefit	do	(they/you)	identify	

in	such	approach?	What	enablers	and	barriers	do	(they/you)	encounter	in	doing	so?	

Social	return:	

1. What	kind	of	services	for	the	tenants	do	(HAs/you)	deliver	the	most?	What	benefit	do	

(they/you)	identify	in	such	approach?	

2. What	kind	of	wider	community	engagement	services	and	projects	do	(they/you)	deliver	the	

most?	What	benefit	do	(they/you)	identify	in	such	approach?	What	enablers	and	barriers	

do	(they/you)	encounter	in	doing	so?	
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3. To	what	extent	(HAs/you)	involve	tenants	in	the	decision	process	and	service	delivery?	

What	benefit	do	(they/you)	identify	in	such	approach?	What	enablers	and	barriers	do	

(they/you)	encounter	in	doing	so?	

4. To	what	extent	(HAs/you)	involve	communities	and	third	sector	organisations	when	

deciding	and	delivering	services	and	projects?	How	do	(they/you)	evaluate	needs	of	

different	communities?	

5. To	what	extent	(HAs/you)	involve	employees	in	the	decision-making?	What	kind	of	benefits	

do	you	deliver	for	employees?		

6. When	deciding	how	and	where	to	build	houses,	HA	consider	the	wellbeing	of	

communities?	Do	(they/you)	avoid	urban	sprawl?	Do	(they/you)	avoid	urban	decline?	

What	enablers	and	barriers	do	(they/you)	encounter	in	doing	so?	

Financial	Innovation:	

1. Has	austerity	impacted	heavily	on	(HAs/your)	budgets?	

2. What	kind	of	alternative	financial	systems	(e.g.	CDFIs)	are	(HAs/you)	using	to	increase	

access	to	finance	for	tenants	and	other	third	sector	organisations?	What	barrier	do	

(they/you)	encounter?		

3. What	forms	of	socially	responsible	finance	systems,	alternative	to	traditional	London	based	

finance	(e.g.	CDFIs,	direct	use	of	 local	pension	funds,	etc.)	are	(HAs/you)	using	to	finance	

their	 activities?	 If	 (they/you)	 use	 them,	 what	 benefit	 do	 (they/you)	 identify	 in	 such	 an	

approach?	What	enablers	and	barriers	do	(they/you)	encounter	in	doing	so?	

Social	Enterprise	structure:	

1. Do	(HAS/you)	deliver	commercial	services	to	cross-subsidise	social	initiatives?	What	kind	of	

services?	What	benefit	do	(they/you)	identify	in	such	approach?	What	enablers	and	

barriers	do	(they/you)	encounter?	

2. To	what	extent	do	you	share	best	practice	with	other	HAs?	What	benefit	do	(they/you)	

identify	in	such	approach?	What	enablers	and	barriers	do	(they/you)	encounter?	

3. Considering	a	continuum	that	goes	 from	fully	 social	 (e.g.	 charity)	 to	 fully	entrepreneurial	

(e.g.	private	developer)	how	would	you	define	(HAs/your)	corporate	culture?	Do	you	feel	

HAs	in	Wales	are	moving	more	and	more	toward	the	entrepreneurial	end	of	the	spectrum?	

Do	you	believe	influences	from	the	English	HA	sector	play	a	role	in	that?	
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ANNEX	II:	SAMPLE	STRUCTURE	

N.	 Name	 Typology		 Interviewees	
1	 Bron	Afon		 LSVT	 Leader	
2	 Cadwyn		 Traditional	HA	 Leader	
3	 Chartered	Institute	of	Housing	Cymru		 Umbrella	body	 Expert	
4	 Chartered	Institute	of	Housing	Cymru	(ex-member)	 Umbrella	body	 Expert	
5	 Coastal	Housing		 Traditional	HA	 Leader	
6	 Community	Housign	Cymru		 Umbrella	body	 Expert	
7	 Linc	Cymru		 Traditional	HA	 Leader	
8	 Melin	Homes	 Traditional	HA	 Leader	
9	 Merthyr	Tydfil	Housing	Association		 Traditional	HA	 Leader	
10	 Merhtyr	Valley	Homes		 LSVT	 Leader	
11	 RCT	Homes		 LSVT	 Leader	
12	 Tai	Calon	 LSVT	 Leader	
13	 United	Welsh		 Traditional	HA	 Leader	
14	 Valleys	to	Coast	 LSVT	 Leader	
15	 West	&	Wales		 Traditional	HA	 Leader	
16	 Welsh	Local	Government	Association		 Umbrella	body	 Expert	
17	 Welsh	Government		 Public	Body	 Expert	

Figure	9	List	of	organisations'	and	HAs'	experts	and	leaders	participating	in	the	research.	Source:	Author's	own	
	
N.	 Name	 Typology		 N.	of	social	units	managed	
1	 RCT	Homes	 LSVT	 10,051	
2	 NPT	Homes	 LSVT	 9,134	
3	 Newport	City	Homes	 LSVT	 9,107	
4	 Wales	and	West	Housing	 Traditional	HA	 8,712	
5	 Bron	Afon	Community	Housing	 LSVT	 8,090	
6	 Tai	Calon	Community	Housing	 LSVT	 6,150	
7	 Valleys	to	Coast	Housing	 LSVT	 5,815	
8	 Gwalia	Housing	Group	 Traditional	HA	 5,247	
9	 Coastal	Housing	Group	 Traditional	HA	 5,157	
10	 United	Welsh	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 4,893	
11	 Charter	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 4,641	
12	 Merthyr	Valleys	Homes	 LSVT	 4,186	
13	 Hafod	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 4,027	
14	 Linc	Cymru	 Traditional	HA	 3,730	
15	 Monmouthshire	Housing	Associations	 LSVT	 3,561	
16	 Melin	Homes	 Traditional	HA	 3,140	
17	 Cardiff	Community	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 2,751	
18	 Newydd	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 2,627	
19	 Family	Housing	Association	(Wales)	 Traditional	HA	 2,598	
20	 Pembrokeshire	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 2,447	
21	 Cynon-Taf	Community	Housing	Group	 Traditional	HA	 1,867	
22	 Rhondda	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 1,627	
23	 Taff	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 1,350	
24	 Cadwyn	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 1,313	
25	 Merthyr	Tydfil	Housing	Association	 Traditional	HA	 1,076	

Figure	10	Housing	Associations	located	in	South	Wales	managing	more	than	1,000	social	units.	Source:	Welsh	
Government	2016;	StatWales	2015;	CHC	2015	
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