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DOING FAST 
HOUSING 
POLICY IN A 
PANDEMIC  

 

 

Key findings? 
We outline three key challenges for fast 
COVID-19 housing policy making. 

1: Dealing with the past 

The first challenge relates to how we 
might connect housing research findings 
in the present COVID-19 moment to the 
long trajectory of housing research. For 
example, is the pandemic a rupture from 
the past or a continuation of longstanding 
housing problems, and how do we know 
at this point in the pandemic? 

2: Data in the present 

The second challenge is related to the first; 
how and in what form should housing 
scholars provide housing policy (and 
other) advice from ‘inside’ a pandemic 
with an unknown end point? One lesson 
from the global financial crisis (GFC) is 
that it was hard to make sense of the GFC 
from ‘inside’ the GFC; and it was only 
later, with some temporal distance and 
analytical perspective, that the policy 
lessons became clearer. 

3: Policy making for the future 

The third challenge relates to slow housing 
policy making. What are the challenges of 
doing fast housing research within a 
context of slow policy making and the 
longue duree of housing change? We 
absolutely support fast housing research 
but wonder what housing policy makers 
can make of this data.  

Why is it important?  

Dealing with the past  

It is entirely appropriate that researchers 
consider the impact of the pandemic and 
offer some possible implications over the 
medium to long term. Nonetheless, it is 

important that those who produce or draw 
upon contemporary evidence exercise 
caution when making prediction and 
policy.  

Housing academics are not immune to 
overstating claims about the significance 
of legislation, or new funding streams, or 
the long-term impacts of rapid housing 
change. The only certainty about the 
future, it seems, is that it is hard to predict.  

And yet, policy makers, the media and the 
public more generally are calling for 
particular types of housing information 
and data related to COVID-19; statistics 
about various aspects of the housing 
system, rapid-fire policy solutions that 
governments might implement, or surveys 
of peoples’ housing experiences. With this 
in mind, how should we proceed? 

Who is most affected? 

Working from the present 

First, housing scholars might critically 
reflect on the demands of journalists or 
funding agencies for rapid-fire 
commentary and/or data on the pandemic 
and housing, which might be taken as a 
guide for future housing policy. 

Second, they could draw on the fabulously 
useful sociological writing of Norbert Elias 
and CW Mills who understood very well 
the problem of what can be termed 
‘presentism’ in social science. They both 
argued that social science can only really 
be undertaken in hindsight, when it 
becomes easier to trace the continuities 
and discontinuities that link and divide 
one period from the next. If we take 
seriously their arguments—and as many 
have already pointed out—COVID-19 has 
accentuated many long-standing 
inequalities that are a feature of the  
housing system. 

Third, then, we may need to adopt a 
slower and more deliberative housing 
research and policy response over the long 
term. Yes, we need to collect data on 
COVID-19 and highlight its immediate 
effects, but we also need a longer-term 
research agenda to fully appreciate 
housing change through and beyond the 
pandemic, and what this means for policy 
making. 

What is the relevance to 
Australian policy? 

Doing fast policy making  

First, housing policy makers should not be 
adopting a COVID-19 response if it means 
ignoring longstanding inequities by 
drawing a line between the present 
pandemic and the housing policies that 
proceed it. 

Second, the pandemic should be seen as an 
opportunity to see the longstanding 
housing problems in sharper relief, and 
use this insight to reset the power 
dynamics that have accentuated 
inequalities in the housing system. The 
pandemic might have more to teach us 
about the past than the future, at least at 
this point in time. 

Third, a poor outcome of the pandemic 
would be to assume that the underlying 
systemic features of the housing system 
have been eclipsed by COVID-19, and are 
no longer relevant for housing analysis. 

It is historical analyses that have shown us 
that the housing system is key to how 
inequality operates. While COVID-19 
might be seen like a rupture to 
policymakers, it is housing researchers’ job 
to also show the continuities; to show the 
ways in which housing systems remain 
intact and continue to discriminate against 
some while generating wealth for others. 

When asked about the impact of the 
French Revolution, the late Chinese 

premier Zhou Enlai is reputed to have 
said: ”Too early to say.” (anon. nd.) 


