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From a culture of homeownership to generation rent: housing
discourses of young adults in Spain
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ABSTRACT
Across many advanced economies, changing housing dynamics
have destabilized traditional adulthood transitions. This article
examines how such transformations, especially in the aftermath of
the economic crisis, affect fundamental societal expectations and
aspirations surrounding tenure choices and home leaving.
Through a series of discussion groups and interviews among
young adults in Spain – a salient context of embedded
homeownership culture – the study reveals how the crisis has
undermined life-course transitions and upended discourses
surrounding tenure norms. Homeownership has transformed from
a dominant symbol of stability and security to one of
dispossession and financial risk. Conversely, where pre-crisis
discourses dismissed rental, the tenure is portrayed as providing
more security in the face of necessary flexibility. Our research
reveals that, although traditional ‘homeownership culture’ has not
disappeared from the collective imaginary and appears nuanced
by social class, it has become increasingly detached from leaving
the parental home. The paper exposes the extent to which
dominant housing discourses may be upended even within the
context of a particularly embedded Southern European
homeowner society. We contend that when housing dynamics are
coupled with underlying transformations in aspirations and norms,
there may be significant societal outcomes.
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1. Introduction

Leaving the family home and establishing an independent household are intrinsically
linked with housing options. Recent studies have shown fundamental shifts in tenure pat-
terns across advanced economies which have in many ways destabilized traditional adult-
hood transitions. Spain provides a salient case where changing tenure dynamics have
been experienced with particular intensity, especially in the housing outcomes of the
recent Global Financial Crisis (GFC). Spain has had one of the highest homeownership
rates of Western Europe, and until recently, a clear majority of young adults left the par-
ental home directly for homeownership. This article reveals, however, how substantial
changes related to the ongoing economic crisis and outcomes in the housing sector
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have undermined young Spanish life-course transitions and upended discourses sur-
rounding tenure norms.

Statistical data on Spain reveal recent shifts in residential behaviour, especially in terms
of young people’s declining entry to homeownership (Módenes and López-Colas 2014)
Added to this, a limited number of qualitative studies have uncovered important
changes to social imaginaries surrounding young adult pathways (Alonso, Fernández,
and Ibáñez 2011; Aramburu 2015; Valls-Fonayet 2015). However, research focused on
the crucial role of housing within such imaginaries has been understudied. In this
paper, we argue for a recognition of the centrality of housing through analyzing funda-
mental changes in social discourses on tenure and residential independence.

There is clear evidence that the economic crisis is transforming young adults’ life-
courses. We contend it is essential to not simply look at whether decisions change for
economic or material reasons; rather, it is crucial to understand how such economic trans-
formations affect underlying societal expectations and aspirations, such as those sur-
rounding tenure choices in home leaving. In this paper, beyond direct material and
economic outcomes of the crisis, we investigate associated transformations in social ima-
ginaries and further explore to what extent these changes may be engrained in ways that
condition future decisions beyond the ongoing crisis.

We begin the paper by situating Spain within the European context. The varying mean-
ings of housing tenures are explored across Europe, with a focus on both the development
of a ‘culture of homeownership’ that dominates in Spain, other homeowner societies, as
well as the housing impacts of the Global Financial Crisis. We subsequently outline the
Spanish study and its data and methods. The results focus on two key aspects: the conse-
quences of the crisis as reflected in discourses on housing tenure, as well as broader trans-
formations in the social imaginaries surrounding life course expectations and the role of
social class in nuancing these perspectives. The paper exposes the intensity of Spain’s
shift from a homeowner society to life course expectations increasingly refocused on
rental housing. These outcomes provide a crucial understanding of contemporary trans-
formations in housing pathways and associated social imaginaries, processes reflected
to varying extents across many advanced economies.

1.1. Housing tenure and the culture of homeownership

When young people leave their parental home and transition to an independent house-
hold, they must choose among different housing tenures. This choice is the result of a
complex decision-making process that is subject to various constraints: derived from spe-
cificities of the housing market, such as housing availability and affordability (Lennartz,
Arundel, and Ronald 2016), availability of individual resources (economic and otherwise),
as well as influenced by cultural aspects relating to young people’s preferences and expec-
tations, in turn, embedded in the socially assigned value of each tenure.

Countries have been commonly grouped according to the type of welfare state they
represent alongside the role of housing within them (Albertini and Kohli 2013; Arundel
and Ronald 2016). Spain is conventionally classified as part of the Southern European
welfare regime group, which also includes Italy, Portugal and Greece. These countries
are characterized by a strong role of the family in the welfare mix and, regarding
housing, high shares of homeownership and parental co-residence (Mulder et al. 2015).
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The higher rate of homeowners – a longstanding feature that has been associated with the
Spanish ‘culture of homeownership’ – serves to explain many residential mobility-related
phenomena. For example, homeownership norms are (partially) responsible for the late
age of home-leaving (Gil 2002), the dispersion of populations towards cheaper suburban
areas and lower general residential mobility when compared to other countries (Módenes
and López-Colás 2004).

This preference for homeownership is not, however, a feature exclusive to Spain with an
expansive international literature on the social value attributed to homeownership. In
many contexts, homeownership is linked to a set of values and aspirations for those
who can access it imbued with notions of being better citizens (Dipasqual and Glaeser
1999), ‘winners’ on the housing market (Vassenden 2014) and constituting a source of
security and identity (Saunders 1990) –what Giddens conceives of as a form of ‘ontological
security’ (Giddens 1991; Clapham 2011). Such values linked to homeownership have been
associated with an embedded ideology of homeownership (Ronald 2008), promulgated
across many countries, especially over the second half of the past century (Kemeny
1981; 1995). Spain was no exception, attaining very high homeownership rates and its
own strong ‘culture of homeownership,’ alongside especially other Southern European
countries such as Italy or Portugal (Azevedo, López-Colás, and Módenes 2016).

However, over the past decade, traditional homeownership norms in many contexts
have increasingly been undermined. Many countries have seen a shift towards increasing
shares of private rental among young people, while their housing trajectories have
become increasingly unstable and chaotic (Hochstenbach and Boterman 2015; Lennartz,
Arundel, and Ronald 2016). This recent rise in rent among young people has garnered
much attention in both public discourse and in the literature, especially considering
what had been a generalized trend in increasing homeownership across advanced econ-
omies in the previous decades (Schwartz and Seabrooke 2008; Arundel and Ronald 2016).
As a result, concepts have been popularized in recent years such as ‘generation rent’
(Mckee 2012; Hoolachan, Mackee, and Mihaela 2016) – alluding to the spread of rental
as a longer-term tenure among young people – alongside ‘failure to launch’ households
(Mykyta 2012), ‘boomerang kids’ (Kaplan 2009), or ‘yo-yo transitions’ (Forrest and Yip
2012). These reflect significant changes in the residential trajectories of young people,
marked by delayed home-leaving, re-entries to the parental home and increased
housing precarity (Arundel and Ronald 2016; Arundel and Lennartz 2017).

While much literature has focused on the UK, Spain provides an especially salient case
where homeownership has been particularly entrenched and normalized but where the
boom and bust cycle of the crisis has had some of the strongest impacts on housing path-
ways. In the following two sections, we focus on the Spanish case, paying particular atten-
tion to the evolution of the housing market and discourses surrounding tenure. We first
trace the development of Spain’s culture of homeownership, followed by a look at how
the crisis seems to have given birth to a new phase, marking a crucial break from previous
housing norms.

1.2. The rise and decline of homeownership in Spain

The dominance of homeownership has not always been a characteristic of the Spanish
housing market. Around the mid-Twentieth Century, private rental was still a normal
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option and was the clear majority tenure within Spanish cities (Módenes and López-Colas
2014). In fact, even until 1950, the rental share surpassed homeownership nationally
(Echávez and Andújar 2014). In order to understand why Spain is today a country of home-
owners, we must understand the evolution of the housing market and the specific social
and political discourses surrounding this topic. According to Duque and Susino (2016), this
evolution can be divided into three stages, each characterized by a corresponding housing
problem: (1) housing scarcity, (2) high prices, and (3) dispossession.

The first stage began in the mid-Twentieth Century and ended around the 1970s. After
overcoming the years of downturn following the Civil War, the return to economic growth
brought a rural exodus that caused a serious problem of housing scarcity, alongside over-
crowding and substandard dwellings. In order to deal with these issues, the 1961 National
Housing Plan was enacted with the focus on promoting the purchase of newly built
housing (Duque and Susino 2016). This marked the starting point for an exceptional pre-
dominance of homeownership in Spain. From the 1960s onwards, the rate of homeowners
rose steadily. Over these years, renting became relegated to those who couldn’t afford to
purchase a house, while only considered a voluntary option for very specific life-course
moments or social groups, such as professionals requiring high labour mobility (Duque
and Susino 2016). By the 1990s, homeownership was not only a symbolic marker of a ‘suc-
cessful lifestyle package’ but rather a widespread reality across every social class (García
2010). So much so that a 1991 national survey showed that the rate of homeownership
for working-class households was even higher than that of professionals (Susino 2003).

Homeownership’s dominance was further reinforced in the decade preceding the GFC
which saw the housingmarket enter a period of peak expansion (Módenes and López-Colás
2004). Throughout these years, ownership was privileged by several factors: mortgage
loans were easy and readily accessible with low interest rates and long repayment
periods (García 2010), tax deduction policies were provided on first home purchases
(Leal 2004), and a generalized perception of never-ending growth enabled and encouraged
a large part of the population to get loans (Fernández and Aalbers 2016). As a result – and
reflecting similar trends in several other countries (Aalbers 2008) – a seeming consumer
credit euphoria took hold with steadily mounting debts fuelled by the belief that property
assets would always be worth more than their liabilities (Castells, Caraca, and Cardoso
2013). The demand for housing and associated mortgages was further fuelled by a demo-
graphic bulge entering adulthood and increased immigration (Módenes and López-Colas
2014). As a result, the rise in prices was so meteoric that, while in 1998 a young person
needed 32% of their salary for a house at market price, by 2006, this was up to 80%
(Gentile 2013). Nonetheless, rental remained a minority tenure, the demand for which
primarily came from immigrant populations (Bayona and López-Gay 2011).

During this cycle of expansion, the perceived housing dilemma shifted frombeing one of
scarcity to one of restricted access owing to rising prices, particularly for young entrants
(Duque and Susino 2016). By 2007, following more than half a century of continued
growth, the share of homeownership had reached 80.1% (Survey of Family Budgets
2007). That same year, however, also marked the start of an unfolding economic crisis
which saw the collapse of labour and housing markets, sending deep shockwaves
through the very foundations of an entrenched culture – and ideology –of homeownership.

At the time of the bubble burst, the Spanish housing stock supply was vastly overbuilt,
which led to a drastic and rapid fall in prices (Gentile 2013). Simultaneously, access to
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housing was complicated by tightened credit requirements and worsening employment
conditions for many (Echávez and Andújar 2014; Salvà-Mut, Thomás-Vanrell, and Quin-
tana-Murci 2016). In turn, the high level of debt in loans acquired before the crisis
caused mortgage defaults and a rise in evictions (García-Lamarca and Kaika 2016). The
crisis and the sharp fall in house purchasing and prices, suddenly dispelled the widespread
notion that property assets would always be worth more than their incurred debts (Cas-
tells, Caraca, and Cardoso 2013). While only a minority of foreclosures involved home-
owners in their primary residence and absolute numbers still remained relatively low
(Foreclosure statistics 2014), the rise from previously negligible levels and the highly pub-
licized nature of eviction stories brought a sense of serious crisis to the public imagination.
Citizen concern about this issue is reflected in the famous civic movement known as ‘15M’
in 2011 that placed this problem at the centre of their activism along with the demands of
the PAH lobby (Platform of Mortgage Affected). However the evictions did not become a
fully dominating issue until the end of 2012, when the story of two suicides catapulted it as
a major topic in the media and across the social and political agenda (see Chavero 2014).

These dynamics of declining property values gave rise to a new stage where the threat
of dispossession characterized the dominant housing dilemma. This threat manifested
itself in the fear of being unable meet mortgage payments, the risk of losing one’s invest-
ment and still being in debt, and underlying all of this, a fear of losing one’s home with all
its associated emotional weight (Duque and Susino 2016). Of course, such housing market
changes were happening among the backdrop of labour market deterioration following
the GFC which saw dramatic declines in employment especially among young adults
and rising levels of job insecurity (OECD 2018). Together, the economic and social out-
comes of the crisis in Spain provoked a historic tenure shift: a decline in homeownership
and a concomitant increase in the rental share, most intensely among young people
(Gentile 2013; Lennartz, Arundel, and Ronald 2016). While absolute tenure shares for the
full population declined seemingly modestly by a few percentage points following the
crisis (Housing Census 1950–2011), this represented nonetheless a dramatic reversal
given what had been a long-term period of continued growth. When considering only
young adults, declines were stark. Based on our own calculations from the microdata of
the Survey of Family Budgets, we are able to calculate tenure shifts among young
adults aged 18–29 who live independently. Looking at this group, we see dramatic
decreases in homeownership from 52% in 2007 to 29% in 2016 with a concomitant
increase in rental from 38% to 53%. Such results corroborate similar trends measured
for a wider age group of young adults by Bosh and López-Oller (2017). More recent stat-
istics only point to a continuing shift towards rental (CBRE 2016).

Despite such great upheavals in the housing market, there are few empirical studies
that deal with its effects on young adult’s discourses and imaginaries. While important
shifts in social discourses have been identified, existing research has neglected housing
– a fundamental dimension of life-course decisions and central to the economic crisis
and its outcomes. In this paper, we propose to focus squarely on changing discourses
among young adults surrounding housing. In the face of apparent historic tenure shifts,
we tackle an essential question: to what extent are we seeing an abandonment of
Spain’s entrenched ‘culture of homeownership’ and to what extent can such dynamics
be seen as merely a temporary consequence of the economic crisis? Analyzing changing
discourses of young adults themselves helps to understand not only contemporary
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housing pathways, but also provides a glimpse into future trends to the extent that their
perspectives and expectations will guide behaviours in the mid and long-term. We
contend that when housing dynamics are coupled with underlying transformations in
aspirations and norms, there may be significant consequences on societal outcomes –
from patterns of residential mobility, to shaping new socio-economic divisions in asset
accumulation or across urban space.

2. Materials and methods

The research takes a qualitative approach in order to investigate how the economic crisis
has affected discourses of young adults. Two data sets are compared: the first one gath-
ered in the pre-crisis years of economic boom (2007), the second one collected in the after-
math of the GFC (2014/15). Making use of primary data from both before and after the
crisis provides a valuable diachronic perspective, a rare feature when it comes to qualitat-
ive studies (Flick 2015).

Both studies were designed and interpreted in line with sociological discourse analysis,
taking as a reference the Qualitative School of Madrid (see Martín-Criado 1997; Conde
2009). This framework understands social discourses as a reflection of the conditions in
which they are produced, both on the micro level – group or interview dynamics – and
on the macro level relating to their social and historical context (Conde 2009).1 The
2007 study involved discussion groups overseen by one of the authors. These focused
on uncovering discourses surrounding housing among young adults living in urban
areas across the Andalusia region. We have followed an intentional sampling strategy,
reflecting the objectives of the research. The sampling was based on the following criteria:
socio-economic status (SES), living arrangement (independent or living in the parental
home), gender, and city of residence (see Table 1). The SES was derived on the basis of
parents’ educational level and employment category. Subsequently, within each group
of different SES level, a variety of employment categories was chosen on the individual
level. Thus, for example, Low SES groups include young people whose parents are Low
SES but who are in different work situations.

The more recent study, over 2014/15, traced the residential discourses of young people
in a period of economic crisis. The sampling made use of the same criteria as the 2007
study, though focusing on the metropolitan area of Granada. Although it was not
meant as a systematic replication, it was designed to provide possibilities for comparison.
The sampling for the discussion groups kept similar criteria of SES and living arrangement.
Gender was omitted, since it had not been found to be of particular relevance (Hernández
and Susino 2008), while variation on area of residence was added (see Table 2). For the
groups living independently, we ensured that the individuals had made that transition

Table 1. Discussion group sampling 2007.
Group Age Living arrangement SES Gender

01 23–34 Independent Lower Women
02 25–34 Independent Lower Men
03 21–29 Non-independent Lower-Middle Men
04 20–28 Non-independent Middle Women
05 25–28 Non-independent Upper-Middle Mixed
06 26–32 Independent Upper-Middle Mixed
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during the crisis era (after 2008). Added to this, eleven in-depth interviews were carried out
(all in 2015) with people whose profiles were harder to access using discussion groups:
particularly lower SES Spanish and immigrant young adults.

Discussion groups each consisted of 6-9 people. We decided for homogeneity within
groups in terms of living arrangement, SES and parental background while selecting vari-
ation based on age, gender, occupational status and area of residence. Such an approach
both reflects representativeness while favouring the exchange of ideas (Ibañez 1979). Par-
ticipants had not previously met each other or the moderator, nor did they know the topic
of discussion beforehand. The dynamics of the discussion groups and interviews were
flexible. In all groups, a common prompt was used (Conde 2009) by posing a very
similar initial question related to leaving the parental home and housing. Although
there was a list of topics to be covered, spontaneity and flow were fostered without a
strict set of a priori questions.

Discussion groups and interviews alike were recorded and transcribed. We followed the
suggestions of Conde (2009) who focuses on analysing narrative configurations. For this
approach, one must take a global approach that can connect the meanings of discourses
to the context in which they are produced and the goals of the research. The design of the
pre- and post-crisis groups allowed for a diachronic comparison of discourses on housing
tenures. This was facilitated by the more generalizable nature of the topic, with a common
pattern of opinions across Spain (Aramburu 2015).

3. Results

3.1. The economic crisis and discourses on tenure and risk perception

The first critical results of our analyses were in the respondents’ treatment of tenure in
home-leaving discourses. Both discussion group sessions and interviews tended to
trigger similar responses. Following the general prompt on housing and leaving the par-
ental home, comments quickly alluded to job insecurity and general difficulties for young
people in home-leaving and accessing housing. However, a remarkable feature was noted
in all groups: the casual omission of tenure itself in these discussions.

Respondents in 2007, speaking about difficulties in accessing housing, implicitly dis-
cussed homeownership. Revealingly, the group members didn’t feel the need to specify
tenure: home-leaving and residential independence, for them, automatically meant pur-
chasing a house. A parallel practice of omitting any direct reference to tenure was
found in the 2014 groups, however, in the new context, the assumption became that
they were talking about renting. The two following quotes, one from 2007, the other
from 2014, are illustrative of this drastic shift. They are both taken from the very first
moments of the group discussions. While the first conversation goes straight into

Table 2. Discussion group sampling 2014/15.
Group Age Living arrangement SES Area of residence

07 21–29 Non-independent Lower-Middle Working class neighbourhoods and suburban
08 20–25 Non-independent Upper-Middle Middle-class neighbourhoods and suburban
09 25–30 Independent Upper-Middle All over the metropolitan area
10 24–30 Independent Lower City centre
11 20–29 Independent Lower Suburban
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discussing house prices and mortgages, the second is tacitly about renting, without
anyone in either cases mentioning other possibilities.

M. So, where would you start if you had to talk about housing?

4. We could start by discussing prices, ‘cause they’re through the roof. You can’t find a newly
built flat for less than thirty million [pesetas: about €180,000].

[Several others agree]

4. Still, it’s never going to be less than fifteen million [€90,000], and that means €500 a month
in installments for thirty years. You spend almost your entire life… I’m thirty, so if I get into,
say, a thirty-five-year mortgage, that’s sixty-five years old, that’s when I’d finish paying. And at
sixty-five I don’t know if I will…

9. You’re leaving the mortgage for your grandchildren to pay!

(G02: Independent, lower SES, 2007).

M. Well, what I wanted to ask you is: could you tell me something about whether you’ve ever
thought about leaving your parents’ home… ?

6. I think all of us have, but the thing is actual possibilities, and… no, it’s not possible.

5. There’s no way to find the means, job-wise, and I have a job, but it’s not enough… it’s not
enough to live independently, because you have to pay your rent and pay for your own stuff.
You can’t do it all.

6. And that’s the one with a job… [laughter].

2. Same for me…

(G08: Non-independent, lower SES, 2014).

Here we see how, as Ibañez (1979) emphasizes, sometimes what goes unsaid – the
assumptions a conversation is built on – are as important, if not more, than what is expli-
citly mentioned. When the young respondents talk about independence they don’t feel
the need to explain what tenure is being discussed. This reflects a shared discourse on
what is legitimate and expected.

In examining such a dramatic change in implicit tenure expectations over the two
periods, we must understand how their discourses are framed by the transformation of
life prospects brought about by the crisis. In analyzing the discussions, it was possible
to identify dominant, legitimized discourses and their supporting arguments in both the
pre- and post-crisis contexts. These are summarized visually in Figure 1. The horizontal
axis displays the homeownership-rent dichotomy, whereas the vertical axis represents
contrasting logics related to perceived notions of ‘risk of loss’ versus ideas of a ‘safe bet’
that appear to underpin the dramatic shift in dominant discourses.

The lower left quadrant shows the discourse that deems homeownership to be the
safest bet. In this discourse, ownership via a mortgage2 is synonymous with ‘savings
and investment.’ This would be the discourse most resembling the ideology of homeow-
nership and its association with the pursuit of economic and ontological security. It was
the dominant discourse3 in the 2007 discussion groups, in which homeownership was
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presented as the most sensible option. There were two related underlying premises which
seemed indisputable: ‘you can always resell and get your money back’ and ‘the prices of real
estate never decrease,’ both based on trust in the housing market. This is the same dis-
course that Jones et al. (2007) found in their qualitative study of eight European countries.
The associated discourse links renting to a risk of wasting money, characterized by quotes
from the respondents, such as: ‘it’s a waste of money,’ ‘it’s too expensive,’ or even ‘renting is
stupid,’ – illustrated in the following exchange:

M: [Interrupts and changes subject] What about renting? Because you just talk about buying
…

4. I don’t think about it.

I think renting, all in all, is a waste of money.

It’s too expensive.

7. Renting costs the same as a mortgage nowadays.

It’s a bottomless moneybox.”

(G03: Non independent, lower SES, 2007).

Such discourses don’t mean, however, that there was absolute agreement among pre-
crisis groups about these points. To the contrary: in every group, there arose some extent
of counter-arguments. In 2007, thiswas representedby a discourse that sawentering amort-
gage as reckless (portrayed in Figure 1with a dashedoutline).We consider these positions to
be counter-discourses for two reasons: on the one hand, these were the comments and argu-
ments that created tension and division in the groups and, on the other, they tended to be
limited to discursive positions among some respondents with a higher level of education –
those feeling the most authorized to present divergent opinions (Bourdieu 1985). This

Figure 1. Dominant discourses on tenure and risk perception pre- and post-crisis.
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counter discourse present in 2007 suggested that mortgaged homeownership is ‘like mort-
gaging your life,’ proposing that it can reduce quality of life (working long hours, sometimes
moonlighting) and purchasing power (a large share going to pay the loan), alongside some
risks related to variable interest rates. An additional point that was already discernible in
some counter discourses in 2007 was that ‘we Spaniards were fooling ourselves’ because
‘the house wasn’t yours, but the bank’s,’ with a risk of losing it if you couldn’t pay the install-
ments. It must be stressed, however, that such arguments were swiftly and firmly rebuked in
the 2007 groups: the risk was considered minimal because, again, the dominant discourse
was that: ‘you can always sell’ and ‘prices never decease.’

The economic crisis, however, radically disrupted these lines of argument. The crisis saw
plummeting prices and a near freezing of the housing market, together with a rise in the
numbers and visibility of evictions. All discussion about homeownership as an inherently
safe bet suddenly seemed meaningless and it became incoherent to defend such perspec-
tives. Given such a reversal, post-crisis responses often sounded like an attempt to over-
come a collective mistake made by Spanish society (‘we have learned’), with the
previous discourse labelled irrational, childish, outdated, and discredited.

In many ways, the dominant discourse in 2014/15 is the opposite of 2007. Homeowner-
ship (via mortgage) is presented as dangerous, imbued with a risk of losing one’s house – a
risk of dispossession in Duque and Susino’s (2016) words. The publicized experience of
evictions makes such arguments virtually undisputed as a collective new reality and repro-
duced in young adults’ discourses. Indeed, such associations are so generalized in the
post-crisis period that respondents don’t feel the need to explain the reasons for not
wanting to purchase property. When pressed, they answer with a tone that indicates
the obviousness of their position. Such discourses resemble closely the ‘fear of credit’ nar-
rative that Alonso, Fernández, and Ibáñez (2011) found in their qualitative study of con-
sumption and the economic crisis in Spain. These arguments further echo Beck’s notion
of a ‘risk society’ increasingly preoccupied with the risks of a world shifting towards
greater insecurity in the face of economic restructuring (Beck 1992, 2000).

In the post-crisis discourses, the ‘safe bet’ option flipped to renting. Rental is presented
as the cautious decision, mostly owing to the flexibility provided by the tenure, which is
viewed as key in adapting to the unstable life prospects the young are facing: ‘you can
move out if your salary gets cut,’ ‘it allows you to adapt to an unstable future.’ In other
words, it is presented as a means of adapting to the broader labour insecurities of new
dimensions of the risk society (see Beck 1992, 2000) where insecurity in labour markets
reflect in both ability but also changing priorities across other dimensions such as
housing. The following quote sums up such changing perceptions of security and risk, cri-
ticism towards previous homeownership rationales, and the assertion that renting is the
safest in the face of instability:

6. What’s clear is there’s been a change in perception, the ease of it [entering homeownership]
made it safe then, and now it makes it risky.

8. That’s true, it’s a risk now.

6. But there’s no doubt that easy movement is what renting allows you, you can change plans
at any point and just leave.

(G09: Independent, upper-middle SES, 2014)
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While the discussed shifts point to a retreat from homeownership ideologies, the so-
called ‘culture of homeownership’ has not entirely vanished from young adults’
housing discourses, as we explore in the next section. It appears instead that, as with
defending renting as an option pre-crisis, we currently see a form of ‘structural censor-
ship’ (Bourdieu 1985, 110) preventing explicit support for homeownership. Those who do
defend it, mostly lower-middle class respondents, do so very rarely, using strategies of
distancing,4 and always wrapped in explanations and justifications for ‘still upholding
that discourse.’ While the discourse on homeownership as a ‘safe bet’ appeared delegi-
timised, this hasn’t fully precluded the idea that homeownership retains some long-term
advantages. Rather, the course of events has proven that (mortgaged) homeownership is
not the best option in the current context and that it entails previously ignored risks. In
the following section, we will further contextualize the evolution of discourses on life-
course transitions, introducing new elements into our account: not just the context of
discourse production5 (in this case, the crisis), but also the life cycle moment (notably
transition to adulthood and family formation) and crucial class differences relating to
socioeconomic backgrounds.

3.2. Social class and discourses on tenure and life-course transitions

Since leaving the parental home is an integral part of becoming an adult, we must under-
stand how residential discourses are linked to the aspirations and decisions that surround
life-course transitions towards independence and new family formation. Here we further
reveal that such discourses, especially in relation to housing tenure, are often nuanced in
terms of socioeconomic status.

Figure 2 summarizes how different groups are positioned in the social imaginary
around discussed life-course transitions following home-leaving. Adding to the previous

Figure 2. Social class and dominant discourses on tenure and life-course transitions.
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analysis that focused on the pre- and post-crisis oppositions surrounding homeownership
versus rent, we have included a vertical axis representing life-course decisions of new
family formation versus independence. This second dimension, as we shall explain
below, is more closely tied to class distinction.

Firstly, we find, in the lower left quadrant, what we have called the stability discourse,
emphasizing a connection between homeownership and family formation. This appears
dominant pre-crisis reflecting an ‘ideal discourse of homeownership culture.’ The stability
discourse is found most prominently among the lower-middle SES groups of 2007, where
homeownership is considered necessary as a way to bring stability towards family
formation.

On the other hand, a counter discourse was also present in the 2007 sample reflecting a
‘new,’ or ‘emerging,’ discursive trend. The emerging discourse was brought forth by certain
upper-middle SES members with a higher level of education. This emerging discourse pre-
sented renting as beneficial towards an independent life (as a step before family for-
mation) with certain lifestyle advantages in ‘growing’ professionally or personally.
Renting was thus seen as granting more mobility and individual freedom – in the
Spanish context, allowing either lower monthly costs or being able to live in more
prime locations for roughly similar costs of purchasing in the periphery. These discussions
were often tied to a more general discourse of a quality of life pursuit. Here are some
examples of this pre-crisis counter – or emerging – discourse:

4. To get into a mortgage for the rest of your life, not being able to do anything but pay for a
house, I just think… it seems depressing! To me, anyway. I mean, the fact that…

It’s just that the quality of life you’re bound to have if you’re going to be paying a mortgage…

4. You’re reducing it.

… you won’t be able to do anything else in your life other than paying a mortgage and it just
seems sad to me.

No dinners, no travelling…

(G05: Non-independent, upper-middle SES, 2007).

While in 2007, such a discourse about the advantages of renting belonged only to
certain sectors of the upper-middle SES, the discussions from the post-crisis respondents
reveals a drastic shift towards being more widespread. Among the 2014/15 upper-middle
SES groups, this discourse has clearly become dominant. Here, we call it the flexibility dis-
course, representing the primary justification offered in terms of the advantage of renting.
Rental is seen as allowing flexible relocation if new job or study prospects arise or if the
respondents simply want change.

M. Have you thought about owning a house?

Oh, no, sir, I haven’t.

5. Renting.

I don’t even know where I’m going to be next year.

I wouldn’t get into buying a house, unless I could pay it all in once… but I don’t want any
trouble.
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At most, I’d think about saving some money, you know, 7000 or 8000 euros, and buying a
piece of land in Asturias, that’s the most I’d do… […]

2. I don’t want any ties, because my boyfriend is looking for a job and he’ll probably have to
leave, and me too, later, I’ll leave, because I do want to see new things.

(G09: Independent, upper-middle SES, 2014)

Lastly, a fourth position was apparent in what we call the discourse of fear which
appeared in 2014/15 particularly among lower-middle SES groups. While this discourse
was also coupled with discussions about the advantages of rental and the flexibility
that it provides, rental here was not portrayed as a genuinely ‘desirable’ option, but
rather as ‘the only possible one.’ This group – most impacted by worsening employment
prospects (Salvà-Mut, Thomás-Vanrell, and Quintana-Murci 2016) – emphasized that
buying was not even a consideration as they both saw the market as too risky and
could not afford homeownership. This fourth discourse truly reflected a ‘crisis of homeow-
nership’ imaginary, where it no longer provided security. Instead, homeownership was
viewed as an immense risk – even presented metaphorically as ‘suicide.’ Such discourses
were most clearly influenced by the crisis and associated fears of dispossession:

M. There’s one thing about what you’re telling me that’s caught my attention: whenever you
talk about getting a flat, or going to a flat or whatever, you’re always talking about renting…

Several: Yes, always.

3. I mean, buying isn’t even an option.

4. It’s just that buying doesn’t even enter your mind.

5. Buying is suicide (laughter).

You either win the lottery, and you don’t need to get into a mortgage, or no way, man.

(G07. Non-independent, lower-middle SES, 2014).

Despite the ‘U-turn’ in the tenure focus of dominant discourses our findings, in keeping
with the analysis by Aramburu (2015), do not indicate the complete abandonment of the
‘culture of homeownership’. Interestingly, Young adults in the study often noted that
homeownership continues to be the best option in the future – specifically for family for-
mation. Indeed, when asked what their ‘ideal’ house would be like, they all opt for home-
ownership – albeit one that has already been paid for and is mortgage-free. Additionally,
preferences for homeownership arise more easily in interviews than in the group discus-
sions. When post-crisis groups were asked their opinion on entering homeownership, they
often responded with collective laughter and were quick to offer broad dismissals charac-
terizing the option as ‘insane’ and undesirable. On the other hand, during one-on-one
interviews, lower SES respondents were likely to present a discourse of ‘I would like to
but I can’t afford it.’ This may reflect differences between the techniques: groups tend
to bring out the shared social discourse and be more shaped by structural censorship
(Bourdieu 1985, 110), while interviews are better suited to delve into individual values
and strategies. While no longer ascribing to them, respondents nonetheless portray
such homeownership norms as remaining prevalent among ‘others’ – often as discourses
of their parents and older siblings. They thus propose counter-arguments to what they see
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as still ingrained in the public imagination. In this sense, it appears that in Spain, the
influence of the SES of the parents on the tenure outcome is not as clear as has been
observed in other countries due to the widespread propensity towards owner-occupation
across all social classes in Spain (see Henretta 1984). The observable differences in the dis-
courses between SES seem to be differentiated more in terms of other aspirations and
expectations related to the formation of the family and professional career.

Looking at discourses on tenure and life-course transitions, it appears change has come
at different speeds. The drastic shift in the dominant legitimized discourses with regards to
housing tenures may not always align with the speed of transformations in conceiving
young people’s pathways to adulthood. The former seems to have been brought on
swiftly as a result of the traumatic effects of the crisis. The latter, on the other hand,
seems rooted in an already ongoing but gradual change in ideas surrounding home-
leaving, independence and family formation. Discourses on flexible pathways to leaving
the parental home were spearheaded before the crisis by the upper-middle class and
subsequently, at least partly, appropriated by those of lower SES. However, one needs
to be cautious on whether such changing discourses represent a real embracing of new
flexible life-courses – and a distancing from the link between home-leaving and family
formation typical of Spain and other Southern European countries – or whether such
narratives of ‘flexibility’ represent more a strategy to legitimise growing precarity in the
face of rising job insecurity, family and relationship instability and difficulties in access
to housing. In other words, in the face of constrained homeownership, such associations
between renting and flexibility can also be a useful discourse wherein undervalued
options are transformed in the social imaginary to being the most rational.

4. Discussion

Through a series of discussion groups and in-depth interviews, the article examined chan-
ging discourses on tenure and life-course transitions among young adults in Spain. The
results, first and foremost, indicate a fundamental shift in discourses over the years follow-
ing the financial crisis. Homeownership has seemingly transformed from a dominant
symbol of stability and security to one of danger associated with dispossession and
financial risk. Conversely, where traditional pre-crisis discourses dismissed rental, in
recent years, the tenure is instead portrayed as a symbol for security in the face of necess-
ary flexibility. This change is a way to avoid, minimize or channel contemporary risks. In
this sense, the economic crisis could have functioned as a trigger for a reflective and adap-
tive process manifested in housing choices in the face of an increasingly precarious labour
market (Beck 1992, 2000).

We argue that this drastic shift in discourses on housing is likely the result of two
primary factors: on the one hand, it is difficult to maintain a discourse in favour of owner-
ship after the traumatic outcomes of the crisis and, on the other hand, such changed dis-
courses help legitimize new situations of precariousness facing young people. Particularly
among lower SES respondents, these discourses appear as a way of ‘desiring’ the inevita-
ble, legitimizing less traditional and more precarious pathways. Here, we agree with Mckee
et al. (2017) who speaks of a ‘fallacy of choice’ regarding tenure, because, if this were a
simple choice, all tenures would have to be equally affordable and accessible.
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A superficial analysis may conclude only that ‘homeownership culture’ is in crisis and
young people now prefer renting. However, our nuanced analysis shows that the dis-
courses on the advantages and disadvantages of ownership versus rent did not appear
out of thin air. Both discourses are present before and after the economic crisis whether
as dominant discourses, counter discourses, or as atrributed to others not present in the
groups (e.g. parent’s discourse). In our study, traditional ‘homeownership culture’ has
not disappeared from the collective imaginary, but it has become detached from
leaving the parental home. While property continues to be linked to family life, it
ceases to be an indispensable requirement but is reserved for a future – postponed –
life-course transition. Homeownership ideals still manifested themselves in references to
broader societal norms and in the discourses of lower-middle SES groups. Conversely, dis-
courses linking property with risk and support for rental flexibility were already present in
the pre-crisis period (Hernández and Susino 2008), however as a counter discourse among
certain high-middle SES sectors. What is remarkable, nonetheless, is how the latter sup-
planted entrenched homeownership culture as the dominant discourse.

Nonetheless, while nuanced through evolving societal norms, the significance of the
change cannot be ignored. The crisis and its effects on the housing market have led to
a transformation in the dynamics of legitimacy regarding tenure. Flexibility has become
a legitimate reason to opt for rental when leaving the parental home. This in the pre-
crisis context was unthinkable. These arguments are part of what Mills (1963) called ‘voca-
bularies of motives,’ that is, a series of legitimate and socially shared arguments that are
used to explain and make sense of our actions. Crucially, Mills (1963) emphasizes that
the fact a practice becomes legitimate makes its appearance more likely. In our study
we find discourse adapted to the prescriptions of a neoliberal form of governance,
which prioritizes flexibility, delaying the dream of ownership (Aramburu 2015). In other
words, such changing tenure discourses have a multitude of real consequences. Changing
attitudes towards tenure impact housing markets and social dynamics. These may mani-
fest themselves in many ways across both ‘social space,’ as well as the configuration of
cities themselves. For example, the intrinsic temporality of rental may increase aggregate
levels of residential mobility. New housing market dynamics and tenure preferences could
promote stronger orientation towards urban centres. More broadly, a discursive and prac-
ticed shift away from (or delay of) homeownership among certain groups has potentially
important implications towards unequal patterns of wealth accumulation in the long-run
(Arundel 2017). Lastly, the analysis also emphasizes the importance of how specific cul-
tural, economic and housing contexts frame discourses surrounding tenure and life-
course transitions.

Nonetheless, limitations of this study need to be taken into account. First, our results are
limited to the evolution of dominant social discourses between two pre- and post-crisis
periods. The main data production technique, the discussion group, and the design of
the sample does not allow for interpretations regarding individual strategies, nor how per-
sonal characteristics such as employment status or differences in household composition
and couple formation influence emancipatory decisions. The limitations of the data do not
allow us to deal with certain further topics that are very present in the discourses of young
people, such as the formation of preferences based on parental background and the role
that family support can play in residential decisions. Second, it is important to highlight the
geographical and temporal limitations. While the subject of tenure is a generalizable topic,
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with a common pattern of opinions across Spain and especially among Andalusian cities, it
is possible that the results would vary in the largest cities. On the other hand, the dis-
courses that we find in our 2014–15 groups could be expected to shift in situations
where rental affordability worsens dramatically in contrast to mortgage purchasing
costs thereby encouraging some return to property orientation. While there is evidence
recently of more sharply rising rental costs in the major cities of Madrid and Barcelona,
this is indeed still associated with a continued demand for rental among young people
(CBRE Report 2016). Additional research is needed across further individual dimensions
of labour market and parental resources as well as within the specific markets where
rental has become costlier, to contrast the strength and permanence of these developing
housing discourses.

Even with these limitations, the Spanish case provides valuable considerations for other
contexts, especially as many European countries have faced similar declining entry to
homeownership in the post-crisis era (Lennartz, Arundel, and Ronald 2016). Above all,
the paper exposes the extent to which dominant housing discourses may be upended
even within the context of a particularly embedded homeownership culture. We
contend that uncovering changing discourses surrounding housing tenure gives an
important understanding of both current transformations among young people’s
housing pathways as well as a potential glimpse into future motivations and aspirations.

Notes

1. Qualitative School of Madrid is a methodological approach that analyzes language as a social
discourse. That is, rather than seeing discourse as information where words trace phenomena,
it tries to understand how discourses shape social reality. Following this approach the tech-
nique used is discussion groups rather than focus groups (Ruiz 2017).

2. It is important to note that, unless explicitly stated otherwise, both the authors of this paper
and the young people in their discourses always refer to acquiring a mortgage when discuss-
ing homeownership (as opposed to paying the entire price upfront).

3. When we say ‘dominant discourses’ we mean those that are widely accepted in a group. A
dominant discourse does not imply that all individuals share the same opinions, but rather
that there is a set of arguments that are more socially acceptable than most others (Martín-
Criado 1997).

4. The strategy of distancing involves attributing one’s own arguments to someone or some-
thing else, on the assumption that the group would deem these arguments unworthy and
insufficient – for example, ‘the TV says… ’, ‘some people believe that… ,’ and so forth
(Martín-Criado 2014).

5. Discourse productions refers not just to social, economic or historic context, but all factors that
may mark discourses, including research design and prioritizing certain groups over others.
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