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Abstract 

Contemporary discussions among politicians, media, and the public about housing tend 

to focus on housing’s value as a commodity, rather than the potential social value of 

housing as home. Yet, social scientists argue that it is housing’s value as home, its use 

value, that is crucial to our everyday lives. This disconnect raises a question of how 

home relates to housing, particularly as policymakers seek ways to provide adequate 

housing to growing urban populations, further exacerbated within the context of ongoing 

housing crises in the global North. Moreover, women face unique barriers when 

accessing housing, including issues related to structural social and economic 

inequalities. Drawing on feminist methodologies to examine a case study of non-profit 

housing for women in Vancouver, Canada, this thesis explores the relationship between 

gender, care work, the production of home, and tenants’ experiences of their housing. 

Connecting literatures of home, care work, and a feminist ethic of care, results indicate 

that tenants’ experiences of home are co-produced through the built environment and 

organizational practices of these non-profits, and the relationships of care that tenants 

have with their neighbours. Further, relationships of care in these spaces are 

multifaceted: staff provide care to tenants, and tenants also provide care to each other. I 

argue that home in this housing can be a collective experience, centred around tenants’ 

feelings of care and community for each other, but these experiences are also situated 

within complex relationships of power that exist throughout the non-profit organizations. I 

conclude with recommendations to improve the provision of housing for women on low- 

or fixed incomes, where the social value of housing, as home, is emphasized.   

Keywords:  home; care work; non-profit housing; women’s poverty; urban geography; 

Vancouver, BC 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

It is Thanksgiving at Sage Park1, a non-profit housing development in Vancouver, 

Canada, which means that we are preparing a large turkey dinner in the community 

kitchen. When I arrive to volunteer, I pull out my Naloxone kit, which I wear at all times 

while I am volunteering. Naloxone, an anti-overdose drug, is very visible in the 

Downtown Eastside neighbourhood due to an ongoing overdose crisis, and often many 

community members and staff will have kits visibly clipped to their belt loop as they walk 

through the neighbourhood. At Sage Park though, it is predominantly staff who carry the 

kits. The building manager trained me in the administration of Naloxone in one of my first 

days volunteering there.  

Because it is Thanksgiving, we put up decorations in the kitchen. I’ve been 

volunteering here for just over a month now and my role is often to help staff with the 

food-based programming in the communal kitchen which means I now know many of the 

women who participate in this part of their housing. The building manager is here too, 

because at holiday dinners she typically sits with residents around the large table, and it 

visually resembles a stereotypical family holiday meal. One tenant is standing in the 

hallway beyond the kitchen, and calls me over. They ask if I can make them up a plate of 

food, because they do not want people to see them. I bring them the plate, and they 

introduce me to their cat as we chat briefly. In the kitchen, people are also talking, 

because the kitchen is rarely quiet when there are people in it. 

Sage Park is one of many non-profit housing developments operating in 

Vancouver, Canada. There is a great need for non-profit housing in the city, as 

Vancouver has long struggled with adequately providing housing to its residents who are 

on low- or fixed-incomes. Non-profit housing consists primarily of housing developments 

that are typically geared to low-income households, with subsidized or non-market rate 

rents. The built form and size of these buildings varies, and the housing is often 

overseen by non-profit organizations and faith groups. In some cases, these oversight 

                                                
1 Building name is a pseudonym. 
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bodies are led by a board of directors consisting of volunteers. Non-profit housing, as the 

name implies, does not intend to make a profit, so rent rates are less vulnerable to 

fluctuations in the market.  

Thom Armstrong, the executive director of the Co-operative Housing Federation 

of British Columbia, suggests that, “There are two problems, right? One is a supply 

problem, the other is an affordability problem. We don’t have enough purpose-built rental 

housing, and what we have is not affordable. So, we have to crack the supply problem 

and the affordability problem by producing more, and producing it in the community 

housing sector, so the profit motive that’s baked into the market doesn’t create an 

escalation in price that leaves most people behind” (Interview 18). As housing crises are 

now “global in scope” (Madden & Marcuse, 2016), a provincial-level policymaker I 

interviewed for this research suggests that gradually non-profit or co-operative housing 

is being seen as a solution to housing shortages and, increasingly, these will become 

housing solutions for middle-income households as well as for those on low incomes 

(Interview 19). 

Yet, non-profit housing providers continue to struggle financially in an ongoing 

period of welfare retrenchment, particularly as they are often also now spaces of care 

through their integration of social programs, and through the role that they play in 

connecting residents to other forms of social support. Small-scale organizations in 

particular are uncertain if their future will continue to be financially viable (Interview 1). 

Further, discussions about ways to “solve” housing crises continue to understand 

housing as a commodity or investment, rather than something with social value as a 

potential site of home. Yet, previous geographical research has argued that both home 

and care play fundamental roles in our everyday lives, and has situated both within 

housing (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Lawson, 2007; Easthope, 2014; Mee, 2007).  

It is also necessary to consider the impact of gender on people’s experiences of 

housing, because women historically face additional barriers when seeking housing. 

This is further compounded through intersecting hierarchies of race, class, and sexuality 

(Lichtenstein & Weber, 2015; Gilroy et al., 1994). Further, housing in both its design and 

its association with the private sphere has reproduced ideas about “gender, class, 

sexuality, family and nation” (Dowling, 2005: 507) and been associated with masculinist 

notions of home as a space of reproduction (Domosh, 1998). It is only since the end of 
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the twentieth century that geographers have begun to “move past the front stoop” 

(Domosh, 1998: 276) to explore the embedded, everyday relationships of power and 

politics that take place within housing. However, as Domosh argues, “The house, as the 

most everyday of landscapes, is also the most profound” (1998: 276).  

Within the opening vignette, there are multiple ways that space is negotiated in 

non-profit housing that connect to relationships of home and care. For example, the 

presence of Naloxone kits demonstrates how care for overdoses, that may have been 

previously provided by the state, has become the responsibility of housing providers and 

neighbourhood residents. The decoration of a communal space during a holiday 

replicates a practice of home-making that individuals of various socio-economic classes 

may have experienced in their own housing. A resident not wanting people to see her 

also reminds us that spaces of home or care are ongoing, negotiated processes that 

people will experience differently and that are often sites of conflict. These brief 

examples demonstrate the complex ways that home, care, and housing are intimately 

linked. In the following chapters I will explore how these and other productions of home, 

shaped by the particular built environment of three non-profit housing developments, 

impact people’s experiences of their housing, and how conceptions and practices of care 

then contribute to how people experience home.  

I turn now to provide a brief overview of the conceptual framework that guides 

this research project, followed by my research objectives. 

1.1. Conceptual Framework 

This thesis brings together three intersecting literatures: critical geographies of 

home, care work, and a feminist ethic of care. Together, they connect in useful ways to 

support an analysis of women’s experiences of care and home in their non-profit 

housing. 

1.1.1. Critical geographies of home 

Home is a useful literature through which to understand how individuals relate to 

their housing. In the 1980s, much geographic work on home considered home to be a 

place of positivity, safety, and familiarity—the house was a haven (Brickell, 2012). 
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However, growing interventions from feminist geographers since the early 2000s have 

shifted the discussion towards a critical geography of home. A critical geography of 

home recognizes home as a complex, political, and fluid site through which to 

understand people’s everyday lives (Brickell, 2012; Blunt & Dowling, 2006). A critical 

geography of home presents home as a place that is both material and imagined; 

embedded with power and identity; and multiscalar with fluid boundaries (Blunt & 

Dowling, 2006). Further, there is no universal experience or meaning of home because 

its value is created at an individual scale (Young, 2001).  

Home can exist as both a place and an idea. Spatially, academic and public 

discourses often conflate home with the physical structure of the house. While this is 

predominantly a Western notion, the home as house equation stems from primarily 

Fordist notions that reinforce boundaries between sites of capitalist production and 

reproduction (Hayden, 1985). Further, while many feminist geographers have suggested 

that home can be a site of oppression of women, bell hooks in particular has also argued 

that home can be a place of resistance and political organizing (England, 2017; hooks, 

1984). Despite the home’s historical association to private spheres, growing arguments 

from feminist geographers suggest that our evolving conceptualizations of care work 

further increase the fluid “boundaries” of home as a place that is simultaneously public 

and private (Blunt & Dowling, 2006).  

1.1.2. Care work  

This thesis focuses on non-profit housing developments as spaces of care. 

Specifically, I examine what takes place in these sites that contributes to people feeling 

cared for/with, as well as formalized forms of care work. This speaks to what Green and 

Lawson (2011) have described as the care/economy boundary, where the marketization 

of care has led to the separation of social relations of care from care as a commodity. At 

its most simple, care is the “provision of practical or emotional support,” and it also 

connects to interdependency, reciprocity, relationality, and is multidirectional (Milligan & 

Wiles, 2010: 737). Often care work is understood as a hierarchical relationship between 

caregiver and care-receiver, and Lawson argues that care is devalued as feminized 

labour that takes place in the “private” space of the home, which reduces the 

responsibility of the state to provide care services for everyone regardless of income, 

gender, or race (2007).  
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Understanding home as a place of care situates home as a place where both 

formal/informal and paid/unpaid care work occurs. Health geographers have suggested 

that the distinction between public and private spaces of care is increasingly fluid, 

because care that used to take place in hospitals or similar institutions is now shifting to 

the home through supportive housing, care homes, and halfway houses (Milligan & 

Wiles, 2010). It is necessary to consider the ways that care intersects with home and 

housing, especially because the responsibility of care continues to unequally fall to 

women, compounded through the state’s marketization of care (Green & Lawson, 2011). 

Yet, it can also be argued that women have always provided care in the home, both 

within their own and in the homes of others as domestic workers. It is necessary to 

consider how care work is positioned within hierarchies of race, class, and gender, 

particularly as care work has historically been undervalued economically, politically, and 

socially. (Cox, 2010; Dyck, 2005; Huang, 2016). Care work is political because the work 

of care is unequally distributed, where women, people of colour, and low-income 

individuals in particular are taking on a bulk of the labour.  

1.1.3. A feminist ethic of care 

The politicization of care within the context of home and housing can be 

understood through a growing field of academic work that posits a feminist ethic of care. 

A feminist ethic of care conceptualizes care as relational and understands care relations 

as fluid, multidirectional, and as processes that are constantly undergoing negotiation. 

Further, a feminist care ethic recognizes that at one time or another we will all need and 

give care, but how the work of care is distributed is ultimately shaped by intersecting 

social relations of power. It offers new ways to challenge the historical undervaluing of 

care work. 

There are many different ethics of care, but a feminist ethic of care specifically 

focuses on a troubling of naturalized social processes, questioning and engaging with 

discourses of power, and privileging knowledge and perspectives from people who are 

typically marginalized through colonialism, sexism, racism, and other types of 

discrimination. A feminist ethic of care emphasizes that social relationships are 

“contextual, partial, attentive, responsive, and responsible” (Lawson, 2007: 3). While this 

thesis engages with the political potential of feminist care ethics, the focus is to use this 

framework to interpret social policy contrary to dominant framings that privilege 
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neoliberal economistic approaches (England, 2017). In this way a feminist ethic of care 

is an exciting lens through which to understand the different ways that care shapes, or is 

impacted by, everyday experiences, relationships, and processes. 

Together, the literatures of critical geographies of home, care work, and a 

feminist ethic of care support my understanding and interpretation of the ways that 

relations and productions of home and care shapes tenants’ experiences of their non-

profit housing.  

1.2. Objectives 

The focus of this research is on the spaces, relationships, feelings, and 

processes that impact how women experience and produce home and care in their non-

profit housing.  Throughout this thesis I privilege the experiences of tenants, however I 

also explore relationships and feelings of home and care as experienced by building 

staff, as one group that provides care to tenants. In order to draw out these connections, 

my goal was to understand how the built form and organizational structure of housing 

impacts how care is provided and how ideas of home are produced in a particular space. 

I was also interested in what aspects contributed to an individual not feeling at home 

within their current housing. Further, I wanted to develop an interpretation of how care 

was being provided, who was providing care, and how (or if) care was being felt by staff 

and tenants, particularly in women-only spaces as women have historically, and 

problematically, been unequally distributed with the work of care. In understanding the 

roles of care and home in women’s housing, I sought to conceptualize connections 

between how feelings of home and care are created, and in turn how those feelings and 

relationships contribute to feelings of community in these buildings. 

With these goals in mind, this research was guided by the following five 

objectives: 

1. Clarify how home is conceptualized and debated vis-à-vis housing in 
contemporary academic literatures and in the public sphere. 

2. Explore how housing providers and building residents co-produce 
spaces of home in specific innovative housing developments. 

3. Examine the relationship between staff and residents’ everyday work 
of care and the particular forms of housing they inhabit. 



7 

4. Analyze the relationship between the production of home, care work, 
and spaces where people identify or engage with their communities. 

5. Conceptualize ways to improve the provision of housing for women on 
low- or fixed-incomes, where the social value of housing, as home, is 
emphasized.   

1.3. Thesis organization 

This thesis is written in a paper format. It includes methodology and methods 

chapters, two empirical papers connected by a short bridging chapter, and a concluding 

chapter that elaborates on key findings from both papers, including suggestions, based 

on tenants’ experiences, of ways to strengthen the provision of non-profit housing for 

women, where the social value of housing, as home, is emphasized.  

I begin by elaborating on the ways that feminist methodologies shaped how I 

approached this research project, in Chapter 2. I take England’s (1994) argument that 

research is about the process, not just the product. I use this to demonstrate that 

feminist methodologies played a fundamental role in all aspects of this study. Through 

reflecting on the messiness and complexities of fieldwork I detail the impact of power 

and positionality in this project. I also aim to contribute to ongoing conversations about 

how we engage with and privilege feminist approaches in geographical research.  

Throughout this thesis, I draw on critical geographies of home, care work, and 

feminist ethic of care literatures in order to theorize tenants’ experiences of their housing 

in relation to my two paper topics: the production and feelings of home, and the 

processes and relationships of care. I do this within the context of the non-profit housing 

landscape in Vancouver, Canada. These literatures help facilitate my understanding that 

the built form of a housing site, and organizational structure of a non-profit facilitates 

particular relationships of care and feelings of home. Further, these relationships take a 

multidirectional form between different groups and are fluid processes constantly being 

made and re-made. I detail these ideas further in my two empirical chapters.   

In Chapter 4, I explore how the production and meaning of home shapes 

people’s experiences of their non-profit housing for women. Bringing together critical 

geographies of home, housing, and gender within a broader context of housing’s hyper-

commodification (Madden & Marcuse, 2016), I examine the diverse meanings of home 
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to tenants, and relate that to ways that home is intentionally and unintentionally 

produced in these non-profit housing sites by both staff and tenants. The built 

environment of housing contributes to tenants’ feelings of home, in two distinct ways: 

first, having self-contained apartments with their own kitchens and washrooms 

contributed to feelings of privacy and control over housing; and second, communal 

spaces provided a place where tenants could build relationships with their neighbours, 

which contributed to feelings of safety, community, and support. I also trace the complex 

power relationships that exist in this housing, and suggest that tenants should be given 

greater autonomy over the way their housing is run. Results in this paper suggest that 

home simultaneously exists in place, as a feeling, and as a collective experience. It can 

mean different and conflicting things to people, and home should be understood as an 

ongoing political process that is made and understood by people who live there. 

Moreover, I show that alternative housing forms contribute to a refocusing on the social 

value of housing, as opposed to housing as an investment or commodity, and that 

housing can be understood as a means of social change.  

In Chapter 6, I take these understandings of home and develop their connection 

to how individuals experience care within their housing. Answering calls within the 

literature to see care as a political process, I aim in this paper to strengthen our 

understanding of the relationship between care and home, within housing, beyond home 

as a site of paid and unpaid domestic work. Bringing together literatures of care, home, 

and a feminist ethic of care, I explore how care is produced and conceived in non-profit 

housing for women, and connect this to how people experience and feel about their 

homes. I demonstrate that there are many different relations of care that take place in 

these spaces. Conceptions, interactions, and practices of care all contribute to how 

women understand home within their housing. I also take Green and Lawson’s (2007) 

theorization of the care/economy divide to delve into ways that both parts of this 

dichotomy are taking place within a single site. I argue that while care certainly does 

take place in this non-profit housing as work, it is also entwined with a set of 

relationships. Further, there are particular spaces within these sites that help facilitate 

relationships and practices of care, including the communal spaces. While there are 

many examples of positive caring relationships in this non-profit housing, there are also 

many situations of friction and fragility that remind us that relationships of care remain 

susceptible to politics, conflict, and shifts within the non-profit organization. Finally, I 
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importantly demonstrate that the provision of care from tenants to their neighbours is a 

significant element within a wider complex of care in non-profit housing sites. Feeling 

support and community within their housing contributed to how people felt about home. I 

show that an understanding of the politics of care within housing creates new 

opportunities to establish housing policy that recognizes and values the significance of 

caring relations and care work provided by both staff and tenants in non-profit housing.  

I conclude the thesis in Chapter 7 with a summary of my results, and detail my 

contributions to home and care literatures. I then provide recommendations for ways that 

we can re-place care and home in non-profit housing and begin to shift our thinking to let 

“a thousand housing alternatives bloom” (Madden & Marcuse, 2016: 208), in order to 

provide housing that works for everyone: namely, emphasizing an understanding of the 

social value of housing as home, instead of as a commodified investment. 
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Chapter 2.  
 
Methodology and reflections from “the field” 

“The personal, lived, and everyday experiences of fieldwork are messy, 
conflicting, and complicated, both in and out of the field.” 

(Goerisch, 2016: 308) 

“A field project is a story perpetually in the process of becoming in which 
we are all vulnerable.”  

(Mountz et al., 2003: 40) 

A feminist methodology often reflects on questions of reflexivity, positionality, and 

identity, while paying close attention to relationships of power that exist both in the site of 

study, and in the field through unequal power relations between a researcher and their 

participants (Nagar & Geiger, 2007; McDowell, 1992). While certainly important, this is 

far from an easy task. Nagar and Geiger have described the ‘paralysis’ of feminist field 

workers, “when their efforts to be reflexive were read as ‘rather puritanical, competitive 

assessment among scholars’ (Marcus, 1992: 490) or dismissed as ‘tropes’, that were 

sometimes seen as ‘apologies,’ and at others as ‘badges’ which nevertheless failed to 

redistribute income, gain political rights for the powerless, create housing for the 

homeless, or improve wealth” (2007: 270). However, I argue that it is important to face 

and challenge this paralysis through transparent and upfront reflection on our methods, 

rather than leaving these important research reflections to gather dust somewhere in a 

forgotten notebook. As England argues, “Research is a process not just a product. Part 

of this process involves reflecting on, and learning from past research experiences, 

being able to re-evaluate our research critically, and, perhaps deciding for various 

reasons to abandon a research project” (1994: 82, emphasis in original).  

My study of home and care work in women’s non-profit housing used primarily 

ethnographic methods in the form of documentary analysis, participant observation, and 

semi-structured interviews. I drew on feminist methodologies in the design, process, and 

analysis of the project. The participant observation took place via volunteering over five 

months in three housing developments simultaneously. While feminist research often 

(but not always) does take the form of qualitative research, including participant 
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observation and ethnography, feminist methods are not inherently ethnographic (Gilbert, 

1994; Staeheli & Lawson, 1994). In this chapter, I draw on reflections in my field notes to 

explore ways that a feminist methodology has shaped my experiences in the field 

(recognizing, as Staeheli and Lawson (1994) suggest, that “the field” is something 

constructed by academics). I do this not as an exercise in ‘navel-gazing,’ but instead 

because it is necessary to openly discuss processes of research so that we can continue 

to develop our understanding of what it means to “do gender” and use feminist methods 

(McDowell, 1992). England suggests that feminist methodology does not provide 

steadfast rules for how to do research, but rather provides a series of ‘maps’ meant to 

guide you (1994: 87). So, drawing on the ‘maps’ of feminist geographers, my intent 

through these chapter is to share the process of this research project to perhaps in some 

way build on this atlas of feminist methodology. Feminist geographers will often use 

collaborative methods in the field, with their participants, and we need to bring that 

collaboration into academia as well (Mountz et al., 2003).  

2.1. Power and positionality 

Feminist geographers have long troubled the notion of the researcher as an 

objective producer of knowledge. Importantly, Sundberg (2015) challenges the hierarchy 

of the “observer” and the “observed” in research, recognizing that it is important to be 

aware of power relations embedded in academic research, and reflect on ways to 

address it (Staeheli & Lawson, 1995; Kobayashi, 1994). Further, this research occurred 

in low-income housing where many tenants were Indigenous women which emphasizes 

Peake and Kobayashi’s (2002: 54) argument that “addressing issues of poverty and 

marginalization also requires nuanced understandings of the relations of power involved 

in racism.” While relationships of power take place within the housing sites, my presence 

as a researcher added an additional power dynamic. As England describes, “Fieldwork 

is inherently confrontational in that it is the purposeful disruption of other people’s lives” 

(1994: 85). This required deep reflection in this research project, particularly with its 

focus on both housing and individuals’ typically private living spaces. 

While I never entered a tenant’s suite without their permission, I was invited into 

residents’ communal spaces with permission only from the organization. The intimacy of 

housing, and more specifically of home, led to a hyper-awareness of my presence in 
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these spaces. When we have somewhere to live, oftentimes that space becomes one of 

privacy where we can process feelings away from the public eye. Through this project 

though, I entered people’s private spaces—even if they were the semi-“public” amenity 

rooms. I spent many hours reflecting on whether or not my research would end up being 

a project of exploitation, and whether or not I would be able to accurately reflect what 

tenants were sharing with me. This was coupled with concerns about my own role as a 

volunteer within these organizations, being a ‘parachute researcher,’ and reflecting on 

my own performances in these spaces which were exhausting, but also feeling that I 

should not be feeling this way because I was privileged to be volunteering in these 

spaces at all.  

My positionality as a graduate student, and as a middle-class, white, cis-gender 

woman meant that in most interactions with participants I was in a position of privilege. 

While my positionality did help facilitate access to these housing developments 

(specifically, as a woman I was able to enter women-only spaces), volunteering for me 

largely became about negotiating relationships and working to shift power to tenants 

whenever possible. Goerisch writes about the conflict that feminist researchers often 

experience when volunteering is used as a method, where she “often found felt that [her] 

attempts to be a good volunteer were at odds with being a good researcher, when [she] 

complied with, endorsed, and even valorized policies and practices that [she] strongly 

opposed as a feminist geographer” (2016: 307).  

One way that this relationship negotiation occurred was in ways I was perceived 

by tenants and staff. Tenants who did not yet know me as a researcher would initially 

perceive me as staff. Other times, tenants would tell me about the “dark side” of the 

housing organization, or about their issues with particular staff members. If a staff 

member was present when these conversations took place, the staff would often leave. I 

reflected in my field notes: 

This is the second time a rant about the staff has occurred, and both 
times the staff member has left. I feel in an awkward position because 
on the one hand, I need to know this stuff. But on the other hand, I 
don’t want it to seem like I’m there to get the scoop or the dirt. I know 
I’m not staff so I technically don’t need to leave, but it’s interesting to 
negotiate the relationships between staff and tenants—I need both 
groups to feel comfortable around me. 

(Field Notes, 2017) 
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It is necessary to reflect on the ways that intersecting relationships of power impacted 

my fieldwork. Yet, it is worth considering that it is impossible to “fully locate ourselves in 

our research, because we never fully understand (or are fully aware of) our position in 

webs of power” (K. England, 2006: 288; Rose, 1997).  

I also often questioned the role of my personal left-leaning politics in the project. 

While I was conducting participant observation I was also volunteering for community-

based housing organizations and attending protests and events that were often critical of 

the housing landscape in Vancouver, municipal housing strategies, and non-profit 

organizations themselves. During an early presentation of my research at my university, 

an audience member asked me how I addressed participating in these types of activities 

with also being a good researcher. I believe at its core the question was about how I 

ensure that my research is fair when my personal politics run contrary to more 

mainstream housing narratives. For this, I rely on Schoenberger’s excellent argument:  

The politics help you identify the important questions, but they can’t tell 
you what the answers are. In my experience, leftist academics are, in 
general, much more attuned to how their politics shape the questions they 
are interested in than their mainstream colleagues who cling to the notion 
that their research is ‘value neutral.’ 

(2007: 31) 

Our role as researchers in the field is inevitably shaped by our positionality, politics, and 

privileges. Further, as my participant observation primarily took the form of supporting or 

facilitating social programs, I was also concerned about the impact that the temporality 

of my volunteering might have.  

2.2. Volunteering as method 

Sonder Housing2, the organization that oversees Sage Park, has a well-

established volunteer program. I was initially interviewed by their volunteer coordinator, 

and had to satisfactorily respond to questions about feminism, colonialism, and anti-

oppression praxis before I could get the volunteer position. While at Sage Park my 

volunteering became routine where I was consistently helping a staff person with social 

programs, whereas at Haley Place and Mavis McMullen, overseen by Mavis McMullen 

                                                
2 Organization name is a pseudonym. 
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Housing Society3, the form of volunteer work was more diverse. It seemed as though I 

was the first volunteer the organization had in some time, and I had connections with the 

organization’s chairperson from my previous work so I was able to begin volunteering 

after a few meetings, without a formal interview. As part of my volunteering I organized 

donations, cleaned up amenity rooms that had temporarily become storage spaces, and 

facilitated social programs.  

At Haley Place and Mavis McMullen, staff would often say that they were excited 

to have a volunteer who could take on the projects that they did not have time for as 

part-time employees. At Haley Place I supported tenant-led social programs, by 

purchasing supplies and helping tenants run the events that they wanted to run. At 

Mavis McMullen I led social programs for elders, adults, and children. Most of the 

programs involved doing arts and crafts, regardless of age, and making crafts together 

seemed to make it easier to have conversations with tenants because talking was not 

the only thing we were doing. Staff gave me keys to the building and communal spaces, 

because many of the programs took place after their shift was over. However, I had 

concerns about this making up the bulk of my volunteering, writing in my field notes: 

I am excited and worried about planning social programs for Mavis 
McMullen Housing Society—largely because I won’t be able to 
volunteer here forever, and when I leave I feel like those programs will 
die again. Is it better to have them in the short term rather than not at 
all? 

(Field Notes, 2017) 

This concern stemmed from knowing that my work as a volunteer had a time limit, and I 

worried about the appearance (or reality) of becoming an extractive or ‘parachute’ 

researcher who only stayed until she had the data she needed. Goerisch asks an 

important question about this: “As researchers, are we actually volunteering if we expect 

to receive something in return, such as data, information, contacts, or even recognition 

or acceptance from those with whom we are working?” (2016: 308). 

                                                
3 Haley Place, Mavis McMullen, and Mavis McMullen Housing Society (MMHS) are not 
pseudonyms. Following a presentation to the organization’s board of directors at the conclusion 
of the project, and after reviewing a draft of the thesis, the MMHS board of directors made the 
decision to have their organization named in publications from the study. As many tenant 
participants also chose to use their real name for the study, I do not identify their housing 
development in association with their interview quotes so that their place of residence is not 
public. In some cases, this necessitated removing the in-text interview reference number as well.  
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I ran social programs several times a month at Mavis McMullen, and most took 

place in the evening. The staff member did not feel comfortable having me in the 

building or neighbourhood alone when she was not there, so she insisted that I run these 

programs with a partner. There were several programs where no tenants attended. I 

followed the advice of tenants as to when to hold the programs, but I am still unsure 

what led to people attending, or not—it could have been the date/time, activity type, or 

feelings of safety when there was a police incident involving some tenants that lasted a 

couple of weeks. However, the presence of a partner with these social programs 

provided a unique opportunity for the academic “buddy system” that Lopez and Gillespie 

(2016) describe. They explain how the buddy system serves as a form of collaborative 

research, where people involved still have their own research agendas or projects, but 

accompany each other in the field. It is a means of caring with colleagues, providing 

emotional and practical support, insights, and friendship while challenging the 

neoliberalization of the academy that advances the often solitary nature of fieldwork. I 

suggest that the buddy system ultimately brings a feminist ethic of care into the field, for 

the researcher. It is interesting to reflect on the ways that concepts I used to understand 

tenant relationships, like feminist ethics of care, were ones that would then use to 

explore my methodological relationships as well.  

2.3. Caring in the field 

As a feminist ethic of care helped me to conceptualize my experience of the 

buddy system, care work helped me to understand some of the relationships that I 

developed with tenants through volunteering. At one building I also provided care work 

to a tenant, trying to connect her to at-home care supports. I called multiple 

organizations, but ultimately was unable to facilitate those connections beyond the 

programs she was already engaged with. I felt as though I had failed both the tenant and 

the staff member who had asked me to do this work. Instead, we would spend an hour 

or so a week chatting in her apartment—I would keep her up to date about Vancouver’s 

current housing politics, and she would tell me about the work of housing activists in the 

‘80s and ‘90s. These conversations were some of my favourites throughout all of my 

fieldwork. While we both valued these exchanges, I was still concerned because I had 

been ultimately unable to connect her to organizations that would continue long-term 

care.  
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Sharp argues that, “despite the significance of the embodied challenges of the 

field (often physically or emotionally overwhelming at the time), this is often silenced in 

the written and presented accounts of methodology which tend to focus on the formal 

aspects of project design and implementation” (2005: 307). Here I want to reflect on the 

emotional impact of fieldwork, and specifically ethnographic research. I do this not as an 

exercise in self-indulgence, particularly as I held and continue to hold intersecting 

privileges in these spaces, but rather because fieldwork is frequently a solitary process 

and we do not spend enough time in academia reflecting on these experiences and 

providing care for one another. As Lopez and Gillespie argue, “it is not enough to think 

through the ethics of the products we produce … Rather, we must begin with the very 

relationships we forge in the academy” (2016: 1693). 

One recurring frustration was feeling helpless to change the conditions that I was 

studying (Lopez & Gillespie, 2016). This took several different forms for me during this 

project, including tenants sharing their experiences of violence and homelessness during 

casual conversations or interviews. One day after a volunteer shift I wrote in my field 

notes: 

Today a tenant told staff about how a number of her younger family 
members had died, and how you’re not supposed to have to 
experience that. It’s really hard to hear those conversations and I 
almost left the room because I felt like crying. I think about how my 
colleague and I meet so many people who live in this neighbourhood, 
and use different services. They’re all at different stages of life with 
different needs, and yet there is very little overlap between who we 
know. It’s a constant reminder of how many people live in this 
neighbourhood and how severely systems of capitalism, colonialism, 
neoliberalism, etc. have severely impacted huge groups and whole 
generations, and how difficult it is for people to get care or support 
when they need it. 

(Field Notes, 2018) 

While I experienced and observed care in non-profit housing, I quickly realized that I also 

needed to be taking care of myself while in the field. I was lucky to have a supervisory 

committee who could provide support and guidance on how to do this. As a group, 

however, academics largely need to do a better job taking care of ourselves and of each 

other, through practices of solidarity, care, and friendship. Geographic research on a 

feminist care ethic and friendships provide some insight into how to do this (see for 

example Lawson, 2007; Mountz et al., 2015), but I suggest that one way we can do this 



17 

is through increased transparency, vulnerability, and honesty about our own experiences 

in the field.   

As I struggled to find my place in the field and in these organizations, I found 

solace in the methodological reflections of feminist geographers (for example, Mountz, 

2007; Schoenberger, 2007). Mountz (2007: 45), in describing her ethnography of the 

state, explained, “Many mornings I wanted to stay at home rather than risk these difficult 

encounters. Fieldwork is exciting, but it can drain energy and self-confidence … that 

August, I craved the one day a week that I would return to the university campus and fit 

in.” This closely reflected how I too was feeling (including looking forward to the day I 

had class, as it meant I could not take on a volunteer shift), and I took comfort in the 

realization that I was not alone. 

2.4. Conclusion 

Throughout this research project, I draw on the idea that “feminists understand 

research to be produced in a world already interpreted by people, including ourselves, 

who live their lives in it” (England, 2006: 287). Power, value, and politics impact how we 

approach, develop, and understand our research. However, feminist researchers also 

emphasize that researchers are not separate from their research, and this continued to 

be true in this study—it is difficult to know in ethnographic research if you are observing 

processes that would happen if you were not there. My role in social programs, in 

organizing communal spaces in particular ways so that tenants could use them, in 

choosing to decorate amenity rooms with posters, all literally altered the landscape of 

the housing site that I aimed to understand.  

Through this reflection on my methodology, I sought to contribute to an ongoing 

discussion among feminist geographers on how to engage with feminist methods and 

methodologies. Specifically, it is necessary to include these reflections on the less 

technical aspects of fieldwork so as to offer support to fieldworkers who are often 

isolated in the field, as the work of Mountz (2007) and others did for me (Mountz et al., 

2003). Finally, I want to emphasize that the research process truly is “embodied, messy 

and complex” (Sharp, 2005: 305) and there is value in engaging with, and being honest 

about, the challenges, messiness, and uncertainties of the field.  
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Chapter 3. Methods 

This study used a qualitative, mixed-methods approach, using documentary 

analysis, participant observation through volunteering, and semi-structured interviews. 

Documentary analysis occurred of existing governmental housing strategies, and 

websites and documents from housing organizations. Most of the analysis took place 

prior to participant observation, so that I was able to have a greater understanding of the 

political economic context that these organizations were operating within. Further, while 

this is not participatory action research, I do take from Cahill the “emphasis on 

knowledge ‘from below’, [and] takes lived experience as the starting point for 

investigation” (Cahill, 2007: 268). 

Participant observation was used in this study because it provides an in-depth 

way to study a group within the context of their everyday lives. It also provides a way to 

“build detailed descriptions from the ground up that should be recognizable to the groups 

whose lives you have entered into” (Laurier, 2010: 127). Participant observation took 

place at Haley Place, Mavis McMullen, and Sage Park between September 2017 and 

January 2018 (n = 136 hours). During this time, I was volunteering three to nine hours a 

week across the three sites, typically at least at two different sites each week. The time 

duration of participant observation meant that I was able to draw comparisons across 

sites, and develop an understanding of the everyday operations of each organization, 

including insights into what practices were routine and which events were unusual or 

unexpected. Participant observation also gave me the opportunity to develop 

relationships with tenants and staff, and provided me with more nuanced histories of 

each organization that offered context when tenants were describing their experiences 

during interviews. After a volunteer shift, I would take field notes and write reflections. I 

did not take notes while I was at a housing development, as I did not want it to detract 

from the volunteer work that I was doing. When I met tenants and staff, though, I did tell 

them I was both a researcher and a volunteer. 
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3.1. Recruitment and Interviews  

The third and final method that I used in this study were semi-structured 

interviews. I conducted interviews with tenants, staff, and directors of housing 

organizations, as well as interviews with representatives from provincial-level policy 

organizations (n = 19) (see Table 3.1 for breakdown of informant categories). Semi-

structured interviews were used because they “useful for investigating complex 

behaviours, opinions and emotions, and for collecting a variety of experiences” 

(Longhurst, 2010: 112). Further this format allowed me to have some control over the 

content over the interviews—offering some questions to the interviewee—but allowed 

the necessary flexibility required to enable open responses, as I expected the interview 

would go in different directions than I anticipated given the emotive value that is often 

assigned to the home (Longhurst, 2010). Interviews provide an in-depth, thorough way 

to explore the complex behaviours and motivations associated with home and care work, 

but their semi-structured nature helps to give some control back to the participant over 

what the focus of the interview will be. Interview recruitment took place through posters, 

discussions, and the snowball sampling method. I conducted interviews until I reached 

saturation in interview responses.  

Table 3.1. Informant categories 
Informant Category Interviews 

Tenant 11 
Staff member 4 
Housing director 2 
Provincial advocacy/policy organization 2 

Source: Author (2018). 

This study could not have happened without the support from tenants, but it also 

could not have taken place without the support of the housing organizations. As I 

volunteered, and as I began interview recruitment, staff checked in to make sure I was 

“getting enough data” and when tenant participation in interviews was stagnant, they 

significantly helped me with recruitment (Field Notes, 2017). Most of my participant 

observation took place prior to any interviews, as I wanted tenants to have the 

opportunity to know me in some capacity before deciding whether or not they wanted to 

consent to an interview. I would let tenants participating in social programs know about 

the research project, and let them know that they could contact me if they were 
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interested in doing an interview. I did not want the study to impact tenants’ ability to 

participate in social programs (although of course I cannot know for certain if it did or 

not) so I did not actively recruit during these activities.  

In the last few weeks of volunteering, I began actively recruiting in all three 

buildings. I put up posters in common areas with my contact information, and although a 

number of the information tabs were torn off I received minimal participants through this 

method (see Figure 3.1). Most staff were recruited via direct conversation or through 

separate posters. A majority of tenants that I interviewed were told about the study by 

staff, and I believe that this impacted which people I spoke to (e.g., those who had a 

positive/friendly relationship with staff or with the organization). I held drop-in interview 

sessions in Sage Park and Haley Place, and I was able to recruit most participants 

through this method.  

Figure 3.1  Recruitment poster. 

 
 

Source: Author (2018). 
Tenant recruitment poster located in housing site. Someone has written “It’s a palace!” in 
response to the question, “How do you feel about your home?” 
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Tenant interviews at Sage Park took place in the community kitchen, often with a 

staff member or other tenants present. One day I held a group interview over brunch, 

and other interviews took place over several hours in a drop-in format. Both interview 

days included brunch, provided by both me and the organization. Staff recommended 

that I not bring bacon because it might lead to conflict between tenants, but that I should 

bring cream for coffee (Fig. 3.2). Interviews in Haley Place took place privately in the 

amenity room, or in people’s apartments. I was unable to recruit participants from Mavis 

McMullen, in part because the staff member I worked with during participant observation 

left the position as I was beginning interview recruitment, and requests to run a drop-in 

interview session were not responded to by her replacement. Although I was unable to 

provide stipends to participants, while reflecting on my methods for this project I suggest 

that projects involving participants on low- or fixed-incomes should provide generous 

compensation in acknowledgement of the work it takes to participate in interviews and 

power imbalances between researchers and interviewees.  

Figure 3.2  Food for drop-in interview. 

 
Source: Author (2018). 
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3.2. Analysis 

Using the mixed methods of documentary analysis, participant observation, and 

semi-structured interviews, I was able to triangulate my data during analysis. NVivo 11 

and 12 software was used to transcribe and systematically code data for predicted and 

emergent themes from participant observation and interviews. While I was transcribing 

my interviews, I began an initial round of coding by paying attention to repeated phrases 

or concepts that recurred across interviews. Once I had completed transcribing, I was 

able to begin another coding process that built on terms used by participants. I used 

open coding to identify initial categories, and then built upon this with selective coding 

around core concepts of home and care work in relation to housing that came from my 

conceptual framework. While coding, I paid attention to the ways that people talked 

about feelings or experiences of home or care when talking about their housing or what 

it was like to live in their building. Focusing on this connection helped me to draw links 

between how participants experienced care and home specifically within the context of 

their built environments. I also coded responses of staff and tenants separately at first, 

so that I would be able to distinguish if these two groups were talking about home or 

housing in different ways. This was important because I was especially interested in the 

relationship between staff and tenants, how the two groups co-produce housing, and 

what role (if any) power played in these relationships.  

Because I used semi-structured interviews, the order of responses to questions 

was not uniform across interviews. In some interviews, one question received greater 

attention because it was of more importance to the participant. In other cases, 

participants did not have detailed responses to particular questions, which helped me to 

understand how some of my predicted themes were not prominent in participants’ 

everyday lives. For example, I expected surveillance to be discussed in relation to home 

and housing at greater length, but most tenants appreciated security cameras as it gave 

them a sense of safety. I also asked participants about their relationship to the board of 

directors but for many tenants the board of directors did not play a role that they saw as 

significant to their everyday experiences of their housing. Connecting and contrasting 

interview responses to reflections I had written in my field notes helped me to see clearly 

whether things I had perceived to be important were important from the perspective of 

tenants.     
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Chapter 4.  
 
“Homes, not shelters”: Critical geographies of home 
in non-profit women’s housing 

4.1. Introduction 

 “Home is, first and foremost, a special kind of place.” 

(Easthope, 2004: 135-6) 

In April 2017, the Ten Year Tent City was established in Vancouver, Canada, a 

city with significant housing crises. The women-led tent city, decorated with signs that 

read, “Homes not shelters,” stood on an empty lot which was purchased in 1998 by the 

City of Vancouver to build social housing (Correia, 2017). Nearly two decades after its 

purchase, the lot essentially remained empty until the tent city was built on it. In a media 

release from housing activist group Alliance Against Displacement (2017), Joyce, a tent 

city resident, said, “We are human beings not animals, we need homes.” This call for 

‘homes not shelters’ has been repeated at housing protests across Vancouver, with 

tenants and community organizers calling on the state to build more housing for people 

on low- or fixed-incomes that is safe, affordable, and secure (Field Notes, 2017).  

Madden and Marcuse (2016:15) could be speaking of Vancouver when they say 

that the commodification of property has led to “global wealth congealed into tower 

form.” Residents of Vancouver have some of the lowest median incomes of large cities 

in Canada alongside some of the highest housing prices and rents (City of Vancouver, 

2017; CBC News, 2013). The city’s housing market exists within a wider political 

economic condition in which the exchange value of residential buildings as commodities 

supersedes housing’s social value as home. Low-income housing, although primarily 

provided by governments, non-profits, and others, is still impacted by this 

commodification of housing due to the application of “the principles of market capitalism 

to the welfare state” (Gurstein & Small, 2005: 718). As land values increase, the 

construction of low-income housing often depends on an ability to convince governments 

and for-profit developers that building non-market housing instead of for-profit, market-

rate developments is a good investment. Furthermore, discussion among policymakers 
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and the public around ways to provide low-income housing tends to take the 

commodification of housing for granted. Yet, previous geographical research has argued 

that home plays a fundamental role in our everyday lives and therefore cannot be 

reduced to an exchange value (Blunt & Dowling, 2006).  

A critical geography of home understands home as something “in process, 

shaped by home-making practices, and embedded within wider social, political, cultural, 

and economic relations on scales from the domestic to the global” (Blunt & Dowling, 

2006: 265). While critical geographic research on home has grown since Blunt and 

Dowling’s monograph, Brickell (2012) and others have called for critical geographies of 

home to pursue a greater understanding of home’s making and unmaking, domestic 

injustices, and how home is shaped and understood in relation to broader political 

processes (Brickell, 2012; Nowicki, 2014; Baxter & Brickell, 2014). Blunt and Dowling 

describe home-making practices as the understanding that:  

Home does not simply exist, but is made. Home is a process of creating 
and understanding forms of dwelling and belonging. This process has 
both material and imaginative elements. Thus people create home 
through social and emotional relationships.  

(2006: 23)  

Moreover, they argue that “home is neither the dwelling nor the feeling, but the 

relation between the two” (Blunt & Dowling, 2006: 22).  

Building on these assertions, this study examines the ways that home is co-

produced in non-profit women’s housing with a focus on tenants’ experiences. The focus 

of this study is on the experiences of women in their housing, for two reasons. First, Mee 

(2007) notes that often research on low-income housing focuses on the difficulties of 

living in that place, rather than how the housing functions as home for residents, and so 

it is important to privilege the home experiences of tenants in this study. Second, this 

study focuses on women because experiences of home are shaped by gender, where 

due to historical and ongoing divisions of labour and prevalence of gender-based 

violence, home can also be a space of fear, violence, and oppression in addition to 

being a space of safety and security (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). When conducting research 

on housing it is also necessary to consider the impact that class, gender, race, and other 

identities have on individuals’ experiences and access to different types of housing. 
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Through a case study of three non-profit housing developments for women in 

Vancouver, I explore the practices, tensions, negotiations, and differences of co-

producing housing in these sites, and how this shapes people’s experiences of their 

housing. Examining a ‘co-production’ suggests that conflicting and entwined ideas of 

home can be produced, in the same place, by different people both simultaneously and 

relationally. Nowicki (2014: 792) emphasizes the importance of “less visible micro-scales 

of resistance enacted through performances of the everyday,” and I suggest that the co-

production of home by staff and tenants in non-profit housing is both shaped by, and 

negotiated through overarching power relations, particularly those of gender, race, and 

class. I argue that in order to create feelings that contribute to a sense of home (e.g., 

comfort, safety, privacy) home needs to be understood as a process that is actively 

made and understood by people who live in a particular housing site. Considering that 

“the material dwelling within which ‘doing home’ takes place is designed and spatially 

organized to reflect and influence the actual household members” (Bowlby et al., 1997; 

346), I also suggest that this process of ‘home-making’ is partially shaped by the 

housing’s built form through tenants’ interactions in private and public spaces. Moreover, 

I demonstrate that these housing sites remind us that housing should be thought of as a 

means of social change, taking up calls from activists and others to create “homes, not 

shelters” and demanding that having a low-income should not consequently reduce an 

individual’s ability to feel safety, security, and care within their housing. 

This paper begins with a brief discussion of critical theoretical approaches to 

intersecting geographies of home, gender, and housing, followed by an introduction to 

the contemporary political economic context of housing in the global North. Then, I 

provide a brief description of the non-profit buildings included in the study, before 

exploring how home exists in place, as a feeling, and as a collective experience, as 

described by tenants in these non-profit housing developments. The paper concludes 

with a discussion about home in housing as a means of social change.    

4.2. Conceptual framework  

Three critical discourses – gender and care in housing, feminist critical 

geographies of home, and home in housing – offer a helpful conceptual framework 

through which to analyze the production and experiences of home in non-profit housing. 
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Much of these literatures employ a feminist approach, which shapes how I approach my 

analysis of the non-profit sites in Vancouver. 

4.2.1. Women’s housing and care 

The history of non-profit housing for women in Vancouver predominantly dates to 

the 1970s and 1980s, when there was a dramatic increase in the number of housing 

developments that were specifically for women, both in the city and across Canada 

(Wekerle, 1993). Housing typically took the form of transitional housing, housing 

developments created by community or women’s service organizations, and non-profit 

housing co-operatives (Wekerle, 1993). Wekerle explains that these housing sites were 

specific in their goals, some of which included providing housing for teenage mothers 

and their children, for older women, for immigrant women, or for Indigenous women.  

Often the housing was unique in its approach, through providing childcare, participatory 

management of the site, or “life skills” training (Wekerle, 1993).  

Wekerle’s research aligns with the history of housing for women in Vancouver: in 

several cases the building came about through the advocacy of groups of women 

demanding or creating housing that met their unique needs and often this activism came 

from the ground-up, at the scale of the community (Field Notes, 2018). In Vancouver’s 

Downtown Eastside (DTES) neighbourhood for example, the advocacy work of the 

DTES Women’s Centre contributed to the development of one of the neighbourhood’s 

first safe housing sites for women, Mavis McMullen (Bean et al., 2007). While the impact 

of gender on housing experiences has a much longer history, Wekerle (1993) suggests 

that it was during this time period that there was a growing awareness of housing 

inequalities being faced by women, and that there was a place for women-specific 

housing that would address women’s housing needs.   

Women face unique barriers when accessing housing, and different groups of 

women (e.g., women of colour, trans women, Indigenous women, queer women) 

experience housing differently (Wekerle, 1993). In Canada, women experience higher 

levels of poverty than men and they also face additional obstacles to obtaining housing, 

including issues of safety, unequal access to gaining a loan or lease, and structural 

social and economic inequalities (Lichtenstein & Weber, 2015; Gilroy et al., 1994). For 

example, Madigan et. al (1990) note that women-headed households are more likely to 
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be poorer than those headed by men, and Lichtenstein and Weber describe the 

intensified impact of the US foreclosure crisis on women as a result of intersecting 

aspects of gender, race, and marital status (2015). Further, trans women may be 

subjected to misgendering, transphobia, denial of housing and other social services, and 

other forms of harm as a result of shelters or housing developments that adhere to 

gender binaries or are exclusive of trans individuals (Lombardi et al., 2008; Gorman-

Murray et al., 2015; Miewald & McCann, 2014; Field Notes, 2017).  

Inequality in housing is also impacted by its urban context. As Hayden asked, 

challenging divisions between public and private spaces, “What would a non-sexist city 

be like?” (1985: 99). Recent work has demonstrated that poverty is gendered and 

“women are implicitly seen as both the saviours of disadvantaged communities, in terms 

of feminised modalities of care and community building, but also sources of problems 

when they do not fulfil these roles responsibly, embodied in the figure of the single 

teenage mother in particular” (Jupp, 2014: 1306). Jupp also discusses the close 

association of women to community, both as often needing to rely on support or social 

networks at a local level and as providing or implementing many community-based 

programs or services (2014). In the current political-economic climate of austerity and 

state roll-back of social services, “women have conventionally undertaken much of the 

everyday work of coping and getting by” (Jupp, 2017: 5). 

This speaks to broader discussions about the role of gender and care, where 

women are taking on care work previously provided by the state, while they themselves 

may be in precarious positions where services they previously relied on are no longer 

there. As Jupp explains, “services and support for women’s groups or women-centred 

activities have been particular victims of cuts to voluntary sector and local government 

funding” (2017: 7). Care is often “present in everyday encounters” and is “the proactive 

interest of one person in the well-being of another and the articulation of that interest (or 

affective stance) in practical ways” (Conradson, 2003: 508). It is useful to consider the 

role that care plays within home and housing, particularly as care work remains 

problematically gendered where women do more, and it is both commodified and 

relational (Green & Lawson, 2011). This can be seen in the way that staff provide care in 

non-profit organizations or housing sites, as well as the way individuals may feel support 

or care through the work of their communities.  
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4.2.2. Critical feminist geographies of home 

The relationship between gender and experiences of housing can be usefully 

understood through critical feminist geographies of home. While in the 1980s dominant 

discourse suggested that the home was unequivocally a place of safety, positivity, and 

familiarity (now described as the ‘house as haven’ thesis), ongoing work of feminist 

geographers has shifted the discussion to emphasize that the home is a complex, 

political, unique site through which to understand people’s everyday lives (Brickell, 2012; 

Blunt & Dowling, 2006). A critical geography of home, then, recognizes that home is: (1) 

both material and imagined; (2) embedded with power and identity; and (3) multiscalar, 

with fluid boundaries extending from the individual to the globe (Blunt & Dowling, 2006).  

Home can be both a place and a feeling. There is no universal experience of 

home (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Mallett, 2004). It can be difficult to define precisely what 

home is, as the meaning of home is fluid because it is individuals that assign value to it 

(Young, 2001). Usefully, Blunt and Varley suggest that:  

As a space of belonging and alienation, intimacy and violence, desire and 
fear, the home is invested with meanings, emotions, experiences and 
relationships that lie at the heart of human life.  

(2004: 3)  

As a feeling, home often elicits emotions of safety, security, privacy, comfort, 

resistance, and support (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). However, home can also be a place of 

fear, surveillance, insecurity, and oppression, as the site of domestic injustice (Brickell, 

2012; Mallett, 2004; Easthope, 2014; Martin & Mohanty, 2003, Blunt, 2017). It is 

necessary to politicize and spatialize the home, as a site of lived experiences and 

imaginaries (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). Through a critical geography of home, it is also 

important to recognize that the home is experienced differently for different groups. 

hooks, for example, writes that the home should be seen as a site of resistance, 

liberation, growth, and development, arguing that the construction of home has a “radical 

political dimension” (1991: 384). Parsell writes that for those who are homeless, home 

as housing can represent “an aspiration or an ideal, but it [i]s also constructed as a 

practical solution” (2012: 170).  
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For many feminist geographers, the home is a key site in the oppression of 

women, through experiences of violence and also through an unequal division of labour 

that can be attached to the home, as unwaged labour and waged labour that often takes 

place as a form of care work (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; England, 2017; Domosh, 1998). 

Moreover, women (especially women of colour) have long been leaving the home to 

work, and in some cases doing work in the homes of others. hooks (1984) also argues 

that the home can also be a site of resistance and care, particularly for Black women 

and women of colour. While historically the home has been associated with the private 

sphere, evolving conceptualizations of care work and other types of labour emphasize 

the importance of seeing the home as both public and private, simultaneously (Blunt & 

Dowling, 2006).  

4.2.3. House and home 

Home exists both spatially and as an imaginary. As a place, the home is often 

equated with the house in both academic and public discourses. The conflation of house 

and home has been encouraged by governments in advanced capitalist countries, as it 

supports a wider ideological approach that emphasizes greater economic growth and 

efficiency (Mallett, 2004). The association of home with shelter is predominantly a 

Western notion, that extends back to primarily Fordist ideas of domesticity and 

modernity, where house-related expenditures became crucial for the success of 

capitalism (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). The house/dwelling has played a role in enforcing 

divisions between public/production and private/reproduction spheres and served as a 

storage box for commodities (Hayden, 1985). Housing is also used to reinforce 

connections between gender, class, and home ownership, particularly through a 

problematic historical link between ideas of the feminine domestic and masculine 

capitalist (Dowling, 1998; Madigan et al., 1990; Lichtenstein & Weber, 2015). As Blunt 

has described, work by cultural geographers has “explored the ways in which domestic 

architecture and design are inscribed with meanings, values and beliefs that both reflect 

and reproduce ideas about gender, class, sexuality, family and nation” (2005: 507). Yet, 

connecting home to housing studies provides “a useful conceptual tool through which to 

consider people’s understandings of, and emotional connections to, their dwellings” 

(Easthope, 2014: 580). 
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Earlier geographic research has explored the role of physical space in people’s 

understandings of home. Dolores Hayden, for example, has detailed the relationship 

between feminism and housing design (1978; 1981; 1985). She argues that, regardless 

of the exterior of a house or apartment, the interior is organized around the same 

spaces, including the kitchen, dining room, bedrooms, and living room (1985: 100). She 

explains that these spaces indicate what types of activities should take place within the 

private sphere of the house that reinforce the idea that “a woman’s place is in the home” 

(i.e., labour related to social reproduction) (1985: 106). Further, these layouts often 

reinforce heteronormative ideals of the nuclear family. 

Conversely, the built form can also contribute to what Giddens (1991: 92) has 

described as ontological security: “the confidence that most human beings have in the 

continuity of their self-identity and the constancy of their social and material 

environments. Basically ontological security is a sense of the reliability of persons and 

things” (cited in Easthope, 2014: 582). The relative permanence of a built form can 

contribute to feelings of security (of occupancy) and control, which are often present 

when people have a feeling of home. However, Baxter and Brickell (2014) remind us that 

although home is often thought of something that is made (through patterns of particular 

activities, material goods, or regular practices), home-making and home unmaking take 

place simultaneously as continuous processes that are constantly negotiated and 

renegotiated. They argue that home unmaking, as the damaging or destroying of 

material or imaginary components of home, can take numerous forms, including forced 

evictions, homelessness, moving house, marital breakdown, or death (2014). This once 

again brings together the house and home, by creating connections between social 

processes and the spatial built form.  

Yet, while “home is not always a house,” the built form does play a role in how 

individuals relate to their housing and shape their own identities (Blunt & Dowling, 2006: 

10). Mee (2007) also explains that housing research in Australia suggests that tenants in 

public housing place a high value on their dwellings, and often think of this dwelling as 

home. In his research on people “sleeping rough” in public spaces, Parsell found that 

home is seen as an ideal, as well as a practical resource in the form of a house, that 

would allow individuals to engage with a “public commitment of normalness and 

participation in Australian society” (2012: 171). These findings indicate that 

understanding house and home within a class context is necessary in conceptualizing 



31 

how experiences of home are shaped by societal processes or ideologies that take place 

beyond the physical boundaries of a building.  

However, it is important to note that as a place home exists in other forms, too. 

As Christensen and Andrew demonstrate, “for Indigenous cultures across Canada, land 

and family are inextricable from ‘home’. Moreover, ‘family extends beyond the nuclear 

unit to include all members of a community” (2016: 31). In using home as a means of 

analysis, it is important to include understandings of home that do not simply subscribe 

to a dominant Western narrative of what home is, or what it should be.  

Together, the literatures of care and gender in housing, feminist critical 

geographies of home, and home in housing inform how this paper explores tenants’ 

experiences of home in their housing, and how home is produced in the spaces of non-

profit housing. The discourse on the relationship between gender and housing offers 

ways to understand the role and importance of women’s housing, as well as experiences 

that participants have had both within and beyond their present housing. A feminist 

critical geography of home provides a tool through which to understand social values of 

housing within these non-profit organizations, while recognizing the complexities that 

exist within the production and experiences of home. Finally, understanding the way 

home has been conceptualized within a built form provides a useful context through 

which to understand how tenants relate to their housing. I will now provide a brief 

description of the methods used in this study, that were supported by this conceptual 

framework to interpret how home is experienced, produced, and negotiated by staff and 

tenants in these spaces of non-profit housing for women.  

4.3. Methods & Empirical Context 

This study of home is based in non-profit housing organizations in Vancouver. It 

is framed through earlier research by feminist geographers, who have usefully 

positioned critiques and offered reflections about the ethics of the production of 

knowledge, and emphasized the importance of challenging the notion of objectivity as 

something that we can take for granted. Through this, they also trouble the hierarchy 

that is often upheld between the “observer” and the “observed” (Sundberg, 2015: 118; 

Staeheli & Lawson, 1995; Kobayashi, 1994). I further connect this research to the idea 

that “feminists understand research to be produced in a world already interpreted by 
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people, including ourselves, who live their lives in it” (England, 2006: 287). Following 

this, it is important to consider the role that relationships of politics, value, and power 

play in how our research evolves and in our roles as researchers. We thus need to be 

reflexive throughout the process of developing, forming, and understanding our research 

projects.  

My positionality and privilege as a white, cisgender woman helped connect me to 

these housing sites, particularly as some of these housing sites are exclusively for 

women. However, my positionality as a middle class graduate student played a role in 

how I was perceived by tenants: on numerous occasions I was thought to be a new staff 

member. Although I have reflected on some of the ways I am positioned in this research, 

it is also impossible to “fully locate ourselves in our research, because we ever fully 

understand (or are fully aware of) our positions in webs of power” (England, 2006: 288; 

Rose, 1997). Aligned with a feminist methodology, during fieldwork and in analysis my 

focus was to privilege and emphasize participants’ own understandings of their housing, 

particularly women’s experiences of their everyday lives. Through developing an 

understanding of home and the many ways it connects to classism, sexism, and racism, 

it is thus also necessary to reflect on the embeddedness of power relationships in all of 

these. 

The analysis in this paper comes from empirical research that took place over 

eight months in 2017-2018. In Vancouver, Canada, on unceded Coast Salish territory, I 

conducted participant observation (n = 136 hrs.) as a volunteer in three housing 

buildings. These buildings are managed by two non-profit housing organizations (only 

Sage Park and its governing organization, Sonder Housing, are pseudonyms): Mavis 

McMullen and Haley Place, which provide permanent housing via thirty to forty 

apartments for women and women-led families, and Sage Park, a supportive housing 

site that has both permanent and transitional suites for approximately fifty women. While 

volunteering, I cleaned and organized communal spaces, sorted donations, attended 

tenants’ and board meetings, and provided support to residents seeking social or 

emotional care. I also facilitated or supported social programs for elders, adults, and 

children living in these buildings, which included communal meals, collective cooking 

programs, movie nights, and art workshops. While in some buildings the social 

programming was already occurring on a regular basis, run by staff or tenants. In others, 

the programs did not exist before I began volunteering. In these cases, staff frequently 
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mentioned that they wished that they were able to pay someone to run social programs 

on a regular basis for the building’s tenants. In addition to volunteering, during this same 

time period, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with staff and residents in each 

of the non-profit organizations (n = 19). 

These semi-structured interviews with 19 participants included tenants and staff 

at non-profit housing organizations, and two policymakers at provincial-level 

organizations. Interviews varied in length from 10 minutes to 2.5 hours, and occurred at 

a variety of locations including in participants’ apartments, offices, cafes, and in 

community rooms in the housing sites. Tenant interviews at Sage Park typically had a 

staff member present for some or all of our discussion, and one group interview also 

took place in this building. Participants all self-identified as cis- or transgender women, 

except for the policymakers. Interviewees represented a range of ages, races, 

sexualities, and ethnicities, but it is noteworthy that 30 percent of the tenants I 

interviewed self-identified as Indigenous, Aboriginal, or First Nations, which speaks to 

the disproportionate number of Indigenous women who experience housing precarity as 

a result of historical and ongoing processes of colonization. Further, two of the buildings 

included in this study are located in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside (DTES), which is 

frequently described as “Canada’s skid row,” (Masuda & Crabtree, 2010: 656) but, 

contrary to negative public narratives, the DTES is also an area that is important for 

residents “in realizing their needs for belonging, social interaction, redemption from 

social marginalization, and solidarity against political oppression” (Masuda & Crabtree, 

2010: 664).  

This paper’s analysis draws on the semi-structured interviews, and field notes 

from participant observation. Questions in interviews were open-ended, which gave 

participants the opportunity to discuss topics that were interesting or important to them. 

In analysis, I read across interview transcripts and field notes for both predicted and 

emergent themes. It is also necessary to remember that participants’ experiences of 

home are not necessarily a universal experience shared by their neighbours, and often 

there were diverse experiences and understandings between participants as well. 

Participants’ real names are used in all cases unless it is marked with an asterisk. In 

most cases, tenants specifically requested that their real names be used. 
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4.3.1. Housing’s hyper-commodification 

This study takes place within a wider political economic context which helps to 

frame the environment within which non-profit housing organizations are operating. 

Madden and Marcuse suggest that we are now in a state of housing “hyper-

commodification” whereby the material and legal structures of housing have been turned 

into commodities, and the role of housing as functional shelter is secondary to its 

potential to produce profit and enable capital accumulation (2016: 26). Madden and 

Marcuse distinguish hyper-commodification from commodification because, they argue, 

we are in a “period of unprecedented expansion” where real-estate is dominating the 

way we think about housing in “extreme ways” (2016: 26). This hyper-commodification 

has been co-constituted through three notable shifts in the governance of housing: 

deregulation, financialization, and globalization (Madden & Marcuse, 2016). Further, 

they suggest that neoliberalism has impacted housing through trends of gentrification 

and abandonment, as well as contributing to the commodification of housing through 

competition and marketization. While I am wary that neoliberalism is “too often treated 

as a unified, totalizing set of discourses and practices,” where policies or programs are 

described as being neoliberal when they are in fact rather a symptom of a capitalist 

system, I would suggest that neoliberal policies have impacted the provision of non-profit 

housing in Vancouver, and in Canada more widely (Larner, 2009: 289).  

In Canada, low-income or subsidized housing is provided through a piecemeal 

approach of numerous governing bodies, including Crown corporations, non-profit 

housing organizations, land trusts, and housing co-operatives. The political responsibility 

and legislative power for housing is also messily divided among federal, provincial, and 

municipal governments, which can lead to a deferral of obligation between scales of 

government (Klodawsky, 2009). Following the neoliberal rollback of the state in the 

1980s, in many cases non-profit organizations are now providing care that previously 

would have been under the purview of the state through a wider social security net (Peck 

& Tickell, 2002; England, 2010). In Vancouver, non-profit housing organizations are 

often competing for the same pool of limited government funding, and consequently the 

outcomes of their programs and structures need to be measurable to facilitate their re-

funding (Field Notes, 2017). The prominence of neoliberal policy has contributed to a 

perception that social investment or wealth redistribution is “antagonistic to the 
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overriding objectives of economic development” (Larner, 2009; Peck & Tickell, 2002: 

394). The state provides fewer social services and social problems are blamed on the 

individual rather than the failures of a system (England, 2010). Effectively, individuals 

are penalized for “not being wealthy or for not conforming to social norms” (Staeheli, 

2003: 771). With this context of Vancouver’s non-profit housing in mind, I will now detail 

the key characteristics of the housing developments in this study. 

4.3.2. Vancouver’s housing for women 

All three of the buildings included in this study are run by non-profit housing 

organizations (Table 4.1). The apartments in each building are specifically for low-

income tenants, which means that rents are well below market rate. In some cases, non-

profits receive rent subsidies from BC Housing, a government organization, that helps to 

support their operation costs. Most, but not all, tenants in these buildings receive a form 

of government social assistance, including pension, disability support, or welfare.  

Table 4.1. Selected characteristics of empirical sites.  

Organization: 
Mavis McMullen Housing Society 

small-scale organization 
 (>5 properties) 

Sonder Housing 
large scale organization 

(15< properties) 
Building: Mavis McMullen Haley Place Sage Park 

Building 
characteristics: 

• Permanent housing 
with 30-40 suites 

• For women and 
women-led families 

• 1-2 part-time staff 
members 

• Occasional social 
programs 

• 1 amenity room 
• 1 shared courtyard 

• Permanent housing 
with 30-40 suites 

• For women and 
women-led families 
(built with intention of 
housing single moms) 

• 1-2 part-time staff 
members 

• Occasional social 
programs 

• 2 amenity rooms 
• 1 shared courtyard 
 

• Supportive permanent 
and transitional 
housing for 50-60 
residents 

• Women only 
• Multiple staff 24/7 
• Regular social 

programs 
• 1 community kitchen  
• Other shared spaces 

Source: Author (Field Notes, 2018). 

Sage Park provides supportive housing for women, and the organization is also 

explicitly inclusive of cis and trans women. The building consists of one floor of suites 

that is transitional housing where women can live for up to six months while seeking 

permanent housing, and the remaining floors have permanent housing suites for 
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residents. Most of the suites are self-contained with a kitchen, bathroom, and living 

space/bedroom, except for the transitional housing suites where residents use the 

communal kitchen. Sage Park also allows pets, so there are many dogs and cats that 

can be seen in the hallways. Laundry is available in the building, and tenants can 

receive common household supplies from staff in the central office (e.g., garbage bags, 

toilet paper, coffee, shampoo). There are also public health supplies available, meant to 

reduce the harms of drug use and sex (e.g., needles, condoms), and tenants are able to 

access these supplies without interacting with staff.  

The central staff office is on the same floor as these supplies, the communal 

kitchen, and a shared space where tenants can use a computer or watch television. The 

staff office has windows that look out into the hallway, making tenants and staff visible to 

each other. Tenants will come to the office to talk to staff, ask questions, make requests, 

and pick up phone messages. Tenants are separated from staff in the office by a half-

door, so they cannot enter the office. This office also has the monitor screens from the 

various security cameras in the building, so staff are able to monitor them on an ongoing 

basis. Guests of residents must also check in at this office and show I.D. to gain access 

to the building. There are multiple staff working at Sage Park twenty-four hours, seven 

days a week. Tenants can access the building with their key fob, or by buzzing the staff 

office using the intercom at the front door.   

Mavis McMullen and Haley Place provide permanent, subsidized housing for 

women and women-led families on low- or fixed-incomes. In each building, there are 

different styles and sizes of apartments, including three bedrooms and townhouses, and 

all suites are self-contained. Pets are also allowed in these buildings. Each building has 

one to two part-time staff, and when the staff are not working, a couple of tenants 

formally oversee the building in a security role or as an emergency contact. Mavis 

McMullen and Haley Place have amenity rooms, which are used for social programs, 

building-wide holiday dinners, and meetings with social workers and community 

advocates. These rooms are also available for the tenants to book for birthday parties 

and other social events. Mavis McMullen is located in the DTES neighbourhood, and 

Haley Place is located in another neighbourhood in Vancouver, where it was built after 

Mavis McMullen residents said that they wanted housing specifically for single parents 

and families, and for residents who wanted to leave the DTES. So, Haley Place was built 

with the intention of providing housing for single moms, and so the building also has a 
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shared courtyard with a playground. Some of the first residents at Mavis McMullen now 

live in Haley Place and some residents grew up in one of the buildings as children and 

now live there independently as adults, sometimes with their own children.  

One way that Mavis McMullen and Haley Place are distinct from Sage Park is 

that they provide housing for women and women-led families. This means that there are 

men and children living in Mavis McMullen and Haley Place, but organizational policy 

dictates that it must be the woman’s name that is on the lease. In addition to allowing for 

male partners, this policy means that a woman’s son can live with them into adulthood, 

which does not happen in all women’s housing. Further, it adds stability to a woman’s 

living situation, because if a relationship ends the woman remains the one with power 

and control over their housing.  

Each building is part of a non-profit organization that operates multiple buildings, 

but my analysis in this paper focuses on the scale of each individual housing site. This is 

because, during interviews, staff and tenants focused on their everyday experiences of 

their building, rather than how the organization operates across developments.  

4.4. Finding home in women’s housing 

Blunt and Dowling argue, “home is lived; what home means and how it is 

materially manifest are continually created and recreated through everyday practices” 

(2006: 23). In this section, I focus on these practices by exploring ways that home is 

experienced and produced in low-income housing. Specifically, I examine the everyday 

experiences of home that women in these spaces have had in their housing.  

4.4.1. Meanings of home 

I am in the community kitchen at Sage Park, helping a staff member prepare a 

group dinner. These dinners, one of the building’s several social programs, take place at 

least once a week. Sometimes residents will come and help cook as well, which is one 

of the purposes of the program. When I explain to residents in the program that I am 

doing research about home, many of them instantly offer what home means to them—for 

some it is the community kitchen where they can interact with staff and neighbours while 

enjoying a meal, while for others it is about a feeling, of safety, privacy, and security. 
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During interviews, for several participants across the three sites, home was about how 

they felt when they were in a particular place. For Mona, a tenant, “Home to me is to 

have safety and love, that’s home. Come home, you’re safe. That’s your environment. I 

might not have much in my fridge today, but I have a home and I know I’m safe” 

(Interview 9). For Rebecca, another tenant, it was a specific feeling that she had when 

she woke up that meant she felt at home: 

Waking up … the room’s in the perfect temperature, you’re in like a 
cold room, warm bed, whatever, you know, down comforter, you wake 
up feeling really nice inside…like, happy inside. Not a whole bunch of 
garbage in your head. You just wake up and you feel happy … that’s 
home to me, when you get a place where you feel like that. 

(Interview 10) 

These feelings of home align with the normative values of home Young (2001) suggests 

that individuals should have access to: individuation, privacy, preservation, and safety.  

Several participants described the need to feel comfortable in their homes, whether that 

was through making their space “cozy,” feeling as though they had privacy, or being able 

to relax (Interview 8). Often tenants would describe ways that they had made their suites 

feel like home, by adding decorations or keeping blinds on their windows closed so that 

they would have more privacy. As Bharbara describes:  

It doesn’t always have to be the nicest place in the world, but if your 
security is there, and that’s where the kid leaves their stuffy that they 
sleep with every night, and without that security blanket and all of that 
stuff there, going to sleep somewhere else is very hard. So it’s very 
difficult to describe it, but I think it just is basically boils down to the 
feeling that you get, when you get home.  

(Interview 3) 

Many participants, including Mona, Bharbara, and Rebecca, described previous housing 

experiences where they were homeless, lived in single-room occupancy hotels or 

shelters, or were precariously housed. During interviews, their descriptions of home 

were often contrasted to what they had experienced in their prior housing. This connects 

to Mallett’s argument that, “people’s home histories, including their tenure in any given 

home, are crucial to their understanding of the meaning of home and their view of the 

ideal home” (2004: 70).  
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As Blunt and Dowling (2006) suggest, the materiality and imaginary of home are 

bound together and inevitably influence each other. How tenants feel in their suites is 

shaped by the physical space, and the changes they are able to make to their housing. 

Conversely, how people feel about their housing also impacts the actions they take 

within their suites (e.g., adding decorations). However, I want to be cautious in 

suggesting that home is only “a uniform sense of safety and familiarity,” particularly in a 

study on women’s housing when earlier research has demonstrated that, for women 

especially, home can also be a site of fear or insecurity (Brickell, 2012: 225; Blunt & 

Dowling, 2006). Further, not all participants felt at home in this non-profit housing for 

different reasons (e.g., lack of social connection, housing was not permanent) and 

several participants described previous housing experiences where they had not felt at 

home because they did not have stability or control.  

Many participants’ previous housing experiences can be linked to the impact that 

gender has on housing. For example, participants described becoming homeless 

because they would not partake in sex with the man they were living with, or staying 

inside their place for a month because they were fearful of the violence that was taking 

place in the housing around them; or witnessing domestic violence in their housing when 

they were a child. As Blunt suggests, “While the home can be a place of safety and 

security, it can also be a place of fear and danger” (2005: 509). “Residential instability” 

experienced by women is typically as a result of societal structures that contribute to “a 

lack of security of property, equal access to opportunity, and financial independence,” as 

well as a greater likelihood of having experienced physical, sexual, or emotional abuse 

(Tomas & Dittmar, 1995: 494-5). In relation to these past experiences, participants 

described that home to them was about having control over their housing. As Bharbara 

explains, “When you go into your house, that’s your locked home environment. No one 

else can go in it, unless you choose to let them in” (Interview 3).  

Participants also described the stability that accompanies affordable rents, as in 

these non-profit housing sites the rent is geared-to-income or subsidized by the 

government and are therefore not as easily susceptible to changes in the housing 

market. Rebecca describes, “Here I’m so happy with my place and nothing could take 

that happy feeling away because I can afford the rent, it’s paid direct [through social 

assistance], you know? … I can’t screw that up” (Interview 10). When describing her 

home, she added, “And it’s yours.” This sense of ownership, control, and stability (where 
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their housing could not be taken away from them by somebody else, or lost through 

eviction or an inability to pay rent) was discussed by most participants when they were 

describing what home meant to them.  

Finally, although many participants described feeling at home in their current 

housing, for several participants, home was not housing, or was multiple places at once. 

This speaks to the fluidity of home as a “spatial imaginary that travels across space and 

is connected to particular sites” (Blunt & Dowling, 2006: 22). While some participants 

explained that they only felt at home inside the physical building where they lived, for 

others the feeling of home had a more fluid boundary. As one tenant suggests, “Home 

becomes broader, becomes the neighbourhood, becomes the building … becomes you 

know [the community] centre or something, you know what I mean? It just becomes 

different places, it’s not just where my bed is” (Cherry, Interview 15). Several participants 

who identified as First Nations, Indigenous, or Aboriginal also said that while their feeling 

of home may be connected to a physical dwelling, it was also simultaneously tied to the 

land. As Danette explains, the meaning of home can be complex:  

I mean for me home is very tied to my values around family, so kind 
of where my family is where home feels like. I’m a First Nations person 
as well, so home also represents the idea of my homelands, and my 
home territory, which is not here ... But I was born and raised out 
here in Vancouver so although this feels like home, there’s also this 
sense of being a guest here in this home … and I don't feel very 
entitled to it in that way, but at the same time it’s what I know and it’s 
where I was born, and where like my family and my relatives are 
buried, and so I feel like very a sense of love and responsibility to this 
place. That’s more speaking to the land, but there’s also the physical 
residence of a home…  

(Interview 8) 

Geisler and George (2006: 26) suggest that conflating housing and home, as dominant 

discourse in many Western societies have a tendency to do, “gloss[es] over cultural, 

spiritual, and ideational meanings of ‘home’ as a secure place to be” (cited in 

Christensen, 2016: 2). I want to emphasize that home can be (and often is) more than 

housing, as tenants have described above. However, I argue that in these non-profit 

organizations, goals of producing home often centre on the built form of the housing 

developments, rather than other conceptions of home at the scale of the land, city, or 

nation. 
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4.4.2. Producing home 

The fluidity and diversity of what home means to people is further complicated 

when these non-profit housing organizations seek to intentionally produce home within 

their buildings. The work of producing home is taken on by both staff and tenants, and it 

takes place in different ways.  

Figure 4.1  Program in communal space. 

 
Source: Author (2017). 

Feelings of safety and security as previously described by tenants as being 

important aspects of home are produced in-part by the organizational structure of these 

non-profits, and by the physical structure of the apartment buildings. Mavis McMullen, 

Haley Place, and Sage Park all have communal spaces in their buildings, where tenants 

can gather for social events, meetings, and other social programs (Fig. 4.1). The primary 

communal space in Sage Park is their shared kitchen, where food-based social 

programming takes place regularly (see Miewald & McCann, 2014 for an in-depth 

discussion on the practices and politics of low-income foodscapes in the DTES) (Fig. 

4.2). These spaces provide safety because tenants are able to interact with staff in a 

less-formal structure and tenants are able to see and interact with other people who live 
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in their building. This building of neighbour relationships contributes to feelings of safety 

as it helps tenants to feel that they would be taken care of by their neighbours in times of 

crisis (this is elaborated on in more detail, below). 

Figure 4.2  Food-based programming. 

 
Source: Author (2018). 

The physical environment of a building impacts how people feel about their 

home, and ways that home is co-produced. As Massey explains, “social relations always 

have a spatial form and spatial content” (1994: 168). Moreover, Easthope notes that the 

condition of a property will affect “the use and meaning elements of home” (2014: 582). 

While it is true that the built form impacts tenants’ experiences of home, I argue that 

home in these non-profit housing sites is less about the minute details of the building 

(e.g., colour of the walls) and more about the presence of both private and shared 

spaces. Participants would describe ways that they had decorated their apartments, or 

changes that they would like to make to it and this control, autonomy and constancy in 
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their private spaces contributes to tenants’ ontological security (Giddens, 1991; 

Clapham, 2010, cited in Easthope, 2014). However, participants would also describe the 

role of shared spaces and in-house social programs in their everyday lives, and relate 

those spaces to feelings of care, including community, safety, and support. For example, 

a tenant at one of the buildings explains that the shared amenity rooms played an 

important role in how they were able to create community in their building that were not 

possible in other spaces: 

Yeah, when you don’t have [shared spaces], there’s nothing to connect 
to other people for, really. Well, you can knock on the person’s door, 
you see them coming into the entry, and you say hi every day for like 
ten years, right? Like, everybody is scared. But if you can meet in a 
mutual room, and it’s like okay, did you want to play cards, right? Or 
whatever. And you know, there’s a supper where people can meet, 
and know who lives here. I think it's not a home when everybody 
closes their door, and the community isolates. 

(Interview 6) 

This relationship between shared and private spaces is also representative of Baxter 

and Brickell’s argument that home is simultaneously made and unmade—even if there 

was a deterioration in frequency of programming, or tenants were unable to, or chose 

not to, participate in programs, they were still making home in their apartments (2014: 

140). As Mee suggests, the creation of home is negotiated by tenants with “their 

neighbours and other people in the neighbourhoods, and with other institutions such as 

business and governments” (2007: 212), and in this way, in these non-profit housing 

sites the relationship between the built environment and social relationships in 

processes of home are complex and messy.  

The organizational structures of these non-profit organizations also help facilitate 

feelings of security and privacy for tenants. In Mavis McMullen and Haley Place, leases 

are in the woman’s name, so that if there are issues with others (e.g., a spouse) living in 

the apartment, the woman is still able to retain their housing. Multiple staff and tenants 

from these sites emphasized that this was something unique about where they lived, and 

that it helped give them control. As a participant describes: “…[this building] is unique, 

it’s women-specific, you hold the keys, and for a woman to have her own keys, that's 

very empowering. That’s powerful. Because there’s histories and numbers of women 

who have been chucked out on their arse from their men, and so for a woman to have 

keys, that's empowering for her as a woman…” (Interview 2).  
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Further, the general shortage of subsidized or affordable housing in Vancouver 

contributes to a reluctance from the organizations to evict their tenants. Staff described 

performing “housing trades,” where if someone living in independent housing needed 

housing with more support, staff would work across organizations, outside of formal 

governance structures, to move tenants to housing that better supported their needs 

(Interview 5). These examples demonstrate alternative ways that the housing 

organizations are working within a political economic context of commodified housing to 

still provide space to tenants that emphasizes social values, where housing is more than 

just shelter. As Madden and Marcuse argue, in order to provide housing for everyone, 

we need to “let a thousand housing alternatives boom” (2016: 208). They demonstrate 

that these alternatives already exist, and suggest new ways to increase access to 

housing even within a commodified environment. 

When I spoke with staff at all three housing sites, they discussed the importance 

of creating home for their tenants. However, there were different perspectives on how 

you create a home for someone else, or if it is even possible. One staff member 

suggested that providing material necessities (clothing, kitchen supplies) contributed to 

the creation of home, while another emphasized the importance of open communication, 

and encouraging people to participate in activities and make them feel included. For 

others, the feeling of home could be created by facilitating an atmosphere of 

acceptance, familiarity, and comfort (Interviews 1, 2, 12, 13). Conversely, when asked if 

staff could make a home for other people, another staff member described the 

complexity of the staff-tenant relationship: 

That’s a difficult question because I’m not actually sure you can, like if 
you have a baby you can make a home for them, but the tenant 
relationship is not one of caretaker, they’re the ones that create the 
home, we just create the possibility of safe space, maintained space, 
that they create into a home. Right? So…no? You can assist in creating 
the possibility, but the decision is up to them, whether or not they 
make it a home for themselves. 

(Interview 5) 

This staff member’s reflection demonstrates one of unique conflicts that occurs in these 

non-profit housing sites: although staff provide support to tenants, when their shift is over 

they are able to leave and go to their own housing, which for many of them is their own 

home. In these buildings, while the relationship between staff and tenants is often one of 
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care (see Ch. 6), staff members may not have the same personal investment in whether 

or not this housing is home, because they have their own homes to return to where they 

feel many of the same emotions that tenants described in the previous section. 

Staff are producing home in these housing spaces, yet tenants are also playing a 

role. As described previously, tenants are exercising control over their own suites and 

shaping them in a way that creates meanings of home for them on an individual level. 

On a broader scale, tenants are also producing home through their relationships with 

their neighbours. In Mavis McMullen Housing Society, some of their current tenants 

played a founding role in creating the buildings where they now live, in the 1980s and 

1990s, and this creates a unique sense of connection to their housing. As one tenant 

explains, “I like the fact that I helped create the place that I'm living in.”  

While both tenants and staff are producing different meanings and experiences 

of home in these buildings, there remain distinct power relations that course through 

these organizations. For example, although participants described feeling control over 

their housing, there are limitations to this. In the case of Mavis McMullen and Haley 

Place, staff have the choice to add someone as a co-tenant to a woman’s lease, often 

based on whether or not they feel a relationship is stable.  

As renters, tenants are still subject to eviction, and as women on low- or fixed-

incomes, finding alternative housing would likely prove difficult. Taegan reflects on some 

of the conflict that they feel around their current housing: 

Subsidized housing is really good … [but] it does, even though it’s 
amazing, sometimes it does feel a little bit like I’m stuck here, because 
I will never find a better place than [this building], in terms of money 
and feeling safe. I mean that sounds like a really silly downside, but 
it’s also like, it’s just the reality is how unstable housing has been for 
me because of financial reasons, because of … people being really 
insensitive around trans stuff … So yeah, I guess like having stability, 
and somewhere where I feel like I can actually stay permanently is 
great, but it’s also…I guess it’s not so much that [this place] is so good 
that I can never leave it and that’s a good thing, it’s more just that 
other places don't really work for me, so I don't know where the hell 
else I would go… 

(Interview 16) 

While in Mavis McMullen Housing Society tenants played a significant role in the 

creation of the non-profit, they now have a relatively minor role in the oversight of the 
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organization. There is a two-dollar fee to become a member of the housing society and 

have a vote at the annual general meeting, but tenants are not automatically members 

(Field Notes, 2017). The board of directors is made up of volunteers who live in and 

around Vancouver, but none of them are tenants in the organization’s buildings and 

most are of a different socio-economic class than the building’s residents (Interview 1). 

In the past tenants have sat as directors, but it led to conflict between tenants, and 

between tenants and the board, something which several tenants described as an event 

that tenants were still addressing. While Madden and Marcuse suggest that we need to 

“democratize housing management” (2016: 211) by giving tenants an active role in the 

oversight of their buildings, it remains unclear what this would look like in these 

buildings. That said, I suggest that it has begun to take place in some forms.  

A staff member at Mavis McMullen recently helped to facilitate the creation of a 

tenant representatives program. The representatives will submit monthly reports from 

tenants to the board of directors, to help increase communication. Mavis McMullen, 

Haley Place, and Sage Park hold semi-regular tenants’ meetings where tenants are able 

to discuss any issues they have with their housing or with other tenants. At Sage Park, 

tenants are also able to suggest new policy for their buildings and, according to staff, this 

is how the current guest policy was created. Staff described wanting the housing to be a 

place where “…[tenants’] voices are heard, try to empower the women, to have a say, 

and to speak their minds about what, how Sage Park is run, and if they’re unhappy with 

something, we encourage them to come to us … and talk to us about it” (Interview 13). 

However, several tenants across buildings also expressed uncertainty about how to 

address things they did not like about their housing. One tenant explained that they did 

not like that drug dealers were coming into their building when they were trying to stop 

using drugs and not knowing who to talk to about it, and other tenants described 

situations of gender-based violence and not knowing what to do, particularly when the 

survivor did not want them to call the police (Field Notes, 2017).   

4.4.3. Experiences of home 

How does the production and meaning of home shape people’s experiences of 

their non-profit housing? To answer this question, it is useful to explore tenants’ 

descriptions of safety, connection, and conflict in their buildings, which intersect to 

demonstrate that home is ultimately produced by residents in ways that are meaningful 
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to them and their neighbours. Though, the spatiality of these relationships is molded by 

the built form of a building. This is particularly evident in tenants’ comparisons to 

previous places that they had lived. 

Safety 

For some tenants, single-room occupancy (SRO) hotels and temporary shelters 

were not home because they lacked safety, privacy, and stability. SRO hotels typically 

consist of small individual rooms, shared bathrooms, and limited, if any, kitchen space. 

For example, Mona says, “SROs are not homes. They’re a box where you sit. And that’s 

bullshit” (Interview 9). For Rebecca, SROs were equivalent to jail cells. “They’re not 

different than a jail cell except they don’t have the bars,” she explains (Interview 10). 

These comparisons to boxes and prison suggest that the physical structure of a building 

contribute to whether or not someone feels at home.  

Although these non-profit housing sites have policies that contribute to 

experiences of safety and security, particularly in tenants feeling like their housing could 

not be taken away from them, the organization itself is still vulnerable to the political 

economic context within it exists. Tenants and staff both expressed a fear of temporality 

of their organization: uncertainty if the building would continue to exist as the 

surrounding neighbourhood experienced gentrification and rising property values. 

Further, when asked what they would change about the housing, most staff expressed 

that they wished they had more money in their operating budget. They wanted more 

funding for social programs, and to support tenants with stipends to take care of the 

building. Arguably these non-profits are demonstrating alternative ways of providing 

housing within a commodified environment, yet the way that they function is still 

ultimately limited by how much money a government wants to invest in non-profit 

housing.  

In some cases, even if tenants felt home in their non-profit housing, they still 

experienced nostalgia or longing for another place. Some tenants spoke of wanting to 

return to a city where their friends or community were, and others said they did not feel 

at home in Vancouver because it was an isolating city, or because their family lived 

elsewhere. This is supported by Young’s argument that, “the longing for home is just this 

longing for a settled, safe, affirmative, and bounded identity. Thus home is often a 
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metaphor for mutually affirming, exclusive community defined by gender, class, or race” 

(2001: 278).  

Connection 

Several tenants described feeling community in their housing, or explained how 

they had intentionally worked to create community in their building, with their neighbours. 

The presence of community in housing often correlated with a participant feeling 

supported, and at home, in their non-profit building. In this way it is possible to see the 

ways that housing and feelings of home intersect: all three buildings had tenants who 

had lived there for anywhere from one to more than years, something which I would 

suggest is supported by the organization’s approach to evictions. I argue that the 

stability facilitated by the non-profit organizations’ policies, as described previously, 

provides an environment within which tenant relationships can develop and flourish over 

long periods of time. These relationships take different forms, from youth providing care 

to older tenants, to single mothers supporting each other with childcare, to elders 

providing parenting strategies to new parents. There were circumstances where 

neighbours would share their experiences of trauma with one another, including trauma 

related to residential schools and gender-based violence, and tenants discussed the 

importance of having more places to talk to one another to help address feelings of fear 

in their housing (Field Notes, 2017). Further, for some tenants, their relationship with 

their pets was very important to the housing feeling like home. As Rebecca describes, 

“Pets are so important. If I didn’t have a pet I don’t think I’d feel like I was at home” 

(Interview 10). All three buildings allow residents to have pets living with them, a policy 

which further supports stable housing, as previous research has suggested that people 

who are homeless or precariously housed will often refuse housing where their pets 

were not allowed (Singer et al. 1995, cited in Speer, 2017; see McKeithen, 2017 for 

discussion on multispecies home-making).  

For Taegan, the connection to their neighbours contributed to a feeling of home 

in their current housing. In previous housing, however, this feeling of home came from 

community spaces.  

I used to go to this youth group … it felt more like home than where I 
was living. Like, I remember this one time someone had brought their 
dog with them, and just hanging out with this dog for a little bit, who 
was actually happy to see me, and happy to spend time with me, like I 
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sort of teared up and cried at it because it was like, ‘oh someone is 
actually happy that I’m here.’ And it was so different than my 
experience at home, and like I guess I maybe now take that for 
granted now, that that’s what I have at [this housing], is people like 
actually happy to see me, and not wanting to just see me gone.  

(Interview 16) 

Conflict 

The experiences of support and care that tenants describe in relationships with 

their neighbours are not devoid of conflict. One participant described feeling like a guilty 

roommate, because they did not feel that they had created a sense of home in their 

apartment. For other participants, conflict came from previous tenants that they 

perceived as being careless and destructive. “I fought for four years to get this 

community feeling a little bit safer,” explained one tenant (Interview 6). They go on to 

say:  

Well, we’re getting a better community now. We can say hello to each 
other, we can knock on each other’s doors, it feels a little bit safer 
than it was, so we're in transition. If anybody’s moving in here now, 
they'll be a lot better off moving here than it was before. And yeah, 
we’re not going to have to tell them anything about how to survive, 
because they'll be able to make their own way, you know, they won't 
be isolated. 

(Interview 6) 

Their reflection demonstrates that the creation of community in this housing does not 

only occur as a result of the non-profit’s organizational structure, but through residents’ 

intention to create spaces of care and community. Further, shifts in staff or tenant 

populations contribute to participants’ feelings of safety in their housing (Mee, 2007).  

Yet, producing these spaces of care does not guarantee that someone will feel at 

home, speaking again to the messy ways that home is produced in different spaces. Gail 

explained that she both did and did not feel at home in her housing:  

And [it’s] a very unsatisfying way of saying it, but I remember a 
couple of odd moments in the course of my ill-gotten relationship with 
homes, where I felt comfortable and happy in a home, and secure, and 
warm…warm? But I don’t know that I really feel that here ... I know 
that if I continue to live here, I will need help from people like that 
nice young kid, and my friend who is willing to come and clean for me 
and I pay her, but … I don't have [that] emotional connection in some 
way? 
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(Interview 4).  

This is supported by Mee’s argument that, “home can be many different and conflicting 

things to people at once” (2007: 224).  

Along with these complexities, tenants are collectively experiencing and 

producing both home and community in their housing, which I argue importantly takes an 

understanding of the meaning of home beyond the scale of the individual. Cherry, a 

tenant, explains that for her, home is connected to people that she interacts with: “…the 

people I do engage in conversations with, then yeah they become a part of my home 

too, the feeling of home, yeah. You know, neighbours, or people that I see often, and 

they become part of my feeling of home” (Interview 15). Further, recognizing the power 

that residents have to create home through community, I hope to trouble victimizing 

narratives that tend to portray low-income individuals, and especially Indigenous women 

or women of colour, as passive receivers of care and home (Bachour, 2015; Mee, 2009). 

In focusing on tenants’ experiences of home in their housing, we are able to expand 

home beyond the built form and emphasize the agency that tenants have to create home 

(or not) where they live. While experiences of home are not universally positive, through 

tenants’ production of community in these housing sites they are able to exercise power 

and control over how they experience and produce home in way that is meaningful to 

them.  

4.5. Conclusion: ‘Let a thousand housing alternatives 
bloom’4 

In the global North, housing is largely commodified. This focus on the financial 

value of housing as property has played a key role in the underfunding of public housing 

for low-income city residents. In part, this is impacted by the political marginalization of 

care, that sees a person’s successes as their own doing, rather than seeing people as 

interconnected and supported by intricate networks of caring relationships (Lawson, 

2009). Framing non-profit housing within this broader political economic context, 

particularly through a gender lens, offers new ways to understand how home can help to 

shift care back to being “society’s work” (Lawson, 2009: 211).  

                                                
4 Madden & Marcuse, 2016: 208. 
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As I have shown, different meanings and experiences of home are co-produced 

by staff and tenants in non-profit housing, and these are entangled with overarching 

relationships of power, particularly those associated with gender, race, and class. 

Framing this through a critical geography of home emphasizes the messiness of home, 

but demonstrates that understanding how home is produced by different groups can 

illustrate new ways to produce housing that is more than shelter: housing that also has 

the potential to be home. It remains unclear if there are particular structural or relational 

characteristics that need to be in place in housing in order to create home, however the 

built form provides a spatiality within which potential feelings of care and community can 

be developed. It is important to remember that regardless of what home-

making/unmaking practices took place in these non-profits, there were residents for 

whom this place was not home. This connects to Blunt and Dowling’s (2006: 21) 

argument that, “feminist and postcolonial-inspired studies of home within geography thus 

draw out a number of key elements of a critical geography of home: home as both 

oppressive and a site of resistance, and the many different lived experiences of home”. 

However, developing our understanding of ways that home is experienced and produced 

in non-profit housing provides new possibilities for ways that we can think about the 

process of decommodifying housing. 

For tenants in this type of housing, home means a number of things, including 

comfort, privacy, safety, security, stability, power, and control. Their descriptions of 

home demonstrate how the materiality and imaginary of home are often embedded 

within one another. There were a number of ways that the non-profit organizations and 

staff intended to create the physical space and feelings of home, and in some cases 

they were successful. However, the production of home in this housing was always done 

through a series of relationships, and was simultaneously produced by tenants, as much 

as by staff or the organization. I argue that in order to create feelings of comfort, safety, 

security, and privacy, home needs to be understood as a process that is actively made 

and understood by people who live in a particular housing site. While a non-profit 

organization can provide communal spaces and policies that contribute to stability in 

their buildings, ultimately they need to support what tenants identify and experience as 

home. Privileging the perspectives of tenants, and actively giving tenants a role in 

running their own housing, could help to shift some of the power structures that currently 

exist.  
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These non-profit housing sites emphasize that there are ways to provide housing 

that privilege the social value of housing, as home, and it is through these examples that 

we can see the political possibility of ways that housing can be thought of as something 

other than a commodity. In these sites, home is produced and experienced as both an 

individual and collective relationship to place and to people. The support and community 

that tenants describe as feeling in this housing speaks to the call from activists at the 

beginning of this paper, for ‘homes, not shelters.’ Developing a more nuanced 

understanding of how home is experienced and produced in non-profit housing can 

encourage different approaches to the commodification of housing, and to shift our 

approach to the provision of low-income housing as being only about reducing the 

number of people who are homeless.  

Housing is inherently political. It is something that everyone needs, but not 

something to which everyone has equal or fair access. Within this political context of 

neoliberal housing policies that privileges profit over home, housing should be thought of 

as a means of social change. Collectively producing and experiencing home, through the 

creation of community, offers one way to challenge the existing paradigm and push 

ourselves to refocus on housing as home, not just as shelter or as something with profit-

generating potential.  

 

 



53 

Chapter 5. Practicing care and home in non-profit 
housing 

In my first empirical paper, Chapter 4, I explain the ways that the production and 

meanings of home shapes tenants’ experiences of their non-profit housing. Next, in 

Chapter 6, I examine the ways that practices and conceptions of care shape ways that 

women experience home in their housing. I argue that care in non-profit housing is a 

series of practices and relationships that challenge a care/economy divide, and that care 

is provided and received by both tenants and staff. 

In Chapter 4, conceptually my focus was grounded in a critical geography of 

home that recognizes home as fluid, multiscalar, and as both a place and an imaginary. I 

also delve into the impact that gender has on experiences of housing, contextualizing my 

empirical data within a longer history of women’s housing in Vancouver. While I 

recognize that home is not always restricted to the built form of housing, I engage 

specifically with house as home literatures to better understand the ways that many 

tenants were thinking about these housing developments, as a site of home. The built 

form impacts people’s experiences of home, particularly through the intersection of 

private and shared spaces within a building. I argue that in order to understand how the 

production and meaning of home shapes people’s experiences of their housing, we need 

to understand the relationship between home and wider political processes. Further, 

home is a process made and understood by the people who live in a particular housing 

site, and so their experiences should be centred in this discussion.  

In the next paper, I shift to focus on the ways that care and home intersect in 

tenants’ experiences of their housing. Literatures on both home and care recognize their 

significance in our everyday lives, and research often situates home or care within 

housing. In this paper however, I bring the two concepts together to better understand 

how care is practiced, provided, and experienced by both staff and tenants, and how 

these processes shape how people relate to their housing through feelings of home. 
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Chapter 6.  
 
“All in one place”:  Community, care, and support in 
women’s non-profit housing 

6.1. Introduction 

It is late November in a non-profit housing building in Vancouver, BC and tenants 

begin arriving in the shared community room for lunch. As they eat, they begin to meet 

their neighbours, asking for advice on raising children and sharing their experiences of 

trauma. One woman remarked that it was nice to live somewhere where her neighbours 

would knock on her door and check in on her, as she’d been having health issues (Field 

Notes, 2017). A few days later, across the country in Toronto, Canadian Prime Minister 

Justin Trudeau released the nation’s federal housing strategy, a C$40-billion 10-year 

plan intended to “give more Canadians a place to call home” (Government of Canada, 

2017:4). The plan outlines several priorities, including a focus on safety, individuals 

“most in need,” and creating housing programs that “align with public investments in job 

creation, skills training, transit, early learning, healthcare, and cultural and recreational 

infrastructure” (Government of Canada, 2017:5). 

While not explicitly stated, both of these snapshots are representative of different 

types of care. In the non-profit housing site, neighbours were providing care to each 

other by offering emotional and practical support. This is perhaps representative of more 

traditional interpretations of ‘care,’ where there is a care-giver and a care-receiver, 

although in this example there is less emphasis on an unequal power dynamic as the 

care is provided tenant-to-tenant, not staff-to-tenant (this will be elaborated on in more 

detail later in this paper) (Bartos, 2018). Conversely, in Canada’s housing strategy, the 

government uses keywords like “home,” “safety,” and “community,” a discourse that 

Smith describes as “inject[ing] a dose of care-fullness into the social sector” (2005:11; 

Government of Canada, 2017). In her analysis of the British government’s ‘care-full’ 

approach to housing, she argues that, “[i]n housing this includes a variety of measures 

directed towards social housing tenants designed to enhance their security of tenure, 
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and to improve the quality and accessibility of homes” (2005:11). Canada’s national 

housing strategy evokes similar language. 

These representations of care remind us that care and care work necessarily 

exist across scales and in different spatial contexts. However, the neoliberal roll-back of 

the state since the 1980s means that, in most global North countries like Canada, there 

has been a reduction in state-supported care and an increase in both the marketization 

of care and provision of care through non-profit organizations (Peck & Tickell, 2002; 

Raghurham, 2016; England, 2010). This speaks to the significance of what Green and 

Lawson (2011) describe as a “care/economy divide,” where the commodification of care 

has firmly separated the social relations of care from the marketization of care work. This 

care/economy dichotomy is reinforced in several ways, but in particular care has come 

to be associated with a narrow range of places where it occurs in specific ways and is 

performed by particular groups of people (Green & Lawson, 2011).  Further, the 

marketization of care has contributed to the creation of ‘deserving subjects,’ where 

individuals who are making efforts to be productive neoliberal subjects (e.g., those who 

are seeking formal employment) are more deserving of care, and that we may choose 

whether or not to care, instead of understanding “the fundamental interrelatedness of all 

humans” that Green and Lawson argue for (2011: 646). Following this, relationships of 

care should be recognized as multidirectional, reciprocal, and interdependent, not 

unidirectional.  

Non-profit housing in Canada is provided through a piecemeal governance 

structure including through the work of non-profits, co-ops, and government 

organizations. In the province of British Columbia, for example, non-profit housing is 

largely subsidized for low-income individuals by the government through a Crown 

corporation, BC Housing. Despite this government subsidy, non-profit housing 

organizations frequently express concerns about funding stability and limited operational 

budgets, as many longstanding subsidy agreements between organizations and BC 

Housing are under threat and non-profit organizations are often in competition with one 

another for a limited pool of new funding (Field Notes, 2017, BC Housing, 2018). The 

marketization of care has normalized the presence of funding shortfalls and entwined 

practices of care with market-based relationships. This includes those of competition and 

ensuring that the ‘outcomes of care’ are quantifiable so as to encourage state 

reinvestment in the next funding cycle (Cox, 2013; Green & Lawson, 2011). The 
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importance of caring social relationships has been reduced, because the standardization 

of care by institutions means that care can take place without being particularly caring 

(Raghuram, 2016; Green & Lawson, 2011). In non-profit housing, as in other places, the 

care/economy boundary is alive and well. 

Yet, care is something that everyone needs, is involved in, and is affected by 

(Lawson, 2007). Care is simultaneously (waged and unwaged) work, relational practice, 

and political. There is a call by Bartos (2018) and others to see care as a political 

project, and to overcome divides between caring and care-giving (see also Raghuram, 

2016: 516; Lawson, 2007). Fisher and Tronto define care as “a species activity that 

includes everything we do to maintain, continue and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live 

in it as well as possible” (1990: 40), but the marketization of care has brought new 

challenges to how we conceive and practice care. As economically privileged individuals 

are typically able to purchase care as a commodity (e.g., childcare, caregivers for 

elders), the work of care remains unequally distributed, with women, people of colour, 

and low-income individuals often doing more (Cox, 2010; Tronto, 1993; K. England, 

2010). So, how is care provided, practiced, and created for groups who cannot simply 

purchase care to compensate for the neoliberal state’s reduction in services? Further, 

how does care that values social relations (i.e., is caring) take place within the context of 

marketized social services?  

Non-profit housing provides a useful framework through which to explore these 

questions. Housing, like care, is something that everyone needs, but not everyone has 

access to. As Smith argues, “housing is central to questions of social justice, inequality 

and geography. It is the setting in which homes and communities are made; it is the 

sphere most explicitly associated with caring services and relationships; it is an anchor 

for negotiating the respective roles of states, markets and families” (2005: 3). While 

earlier research has located care within the home (the private sphere site of domesticity 

and unpaid care work), contemporary discourses examine care through its 

commodification, relationship to social inequalities, and its political potential through a 

‘feminist ethic of care’ approach (England, 2010; Lawson, 2007; Cox, 2010; Green & 

Lawson, 2011; Staeheli & Brown, 2003; Conradson, 2003). Moreover, recent work has 

expanded our knowledge of the complexities that take place when the home becomes a 

site of care work, particularly as it is typically a precarious workplace with care workers 

who are often women and/or people of colour, and frequently migrants from the global 
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South providing marketized care to the global North (K. England, 2017; Schwiter et. al, 

2018; Milligan & Wiles, 2010). However, we have not yet adequately developed our 

understanding of the relationship between care and home, within housing. Additionally, 

as Mee argues, “it is relatively rare to find accounts of public housing that analyse the 

ways in which tenants experience and provide care” (2009: 845). To address this gap in 

the literature, this study examines what occurs in non-profit housing for women that 

contributes to how care is produced and conceived in low-income housing, and ways 

that these interactions shape how individuals experience, relate to, and feel about their 

homes.  

In this paper, I argue that there are many different relations of care that take 

place in the spaces of non-profit housing, and that conceptions, interactions, and 

practices of care are deeply connected to women’s sense of home within their non-profit 

housing. Further, I suggest that non-profit housing developments are spaces where both 

sides of the care/economy divide exist simultaneously and interact with each other. 

Examining this connection within the context of non-profit housing provides different 

ways of understanding how care can exist as both work and a series of multidirectional, 

interdependent, and intertwined social relations. Through a case study of three different 

non-profit housing developments for women in Vancouver, Canada, on unceded Coast 

Salish territory, I demonstrate that tenants’ notions of home, support, and community is 

fundamentally shaped by how they experience, provide, practice, and understand care. 

While care in housing does occur as work, it is also embedded in a set of relationships 

that contribute to how people feel about their homes. Understanding how and why 

people care in this context provides an opportunity to think through how centring social 

caring relations in spaces of marketized care could support and value the work of care 

provided by both staff and tenants in low-income housing developments. 

This paper focuses on the experiences of women for two reasons: first, care has 

long been gendered with women taking on much of the work, which has been 

heightened through the roll-back of state social services (K. England, 2010); and 

second, in addition to experiencing higher rates of poverty than men in Canada, women 

also typically face a unique set of barriers when seeking housing: from difficulties in 

obtaining a loan or a lease, to issues of safety from gender-based violence, to barriers 

caused by social and economic inequalities (Lichtenstein & Weber, 2015; Gilroy et al., 

1994). The paper begins with a discussion of contemporary theoretical approaches to 
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geographies of home, care work, and a feminist ethic of care. I then describe my study 

design and methodology. Subsequently, I provide a brief context of the non-profit 

buildings included in the research project. Then, I explore how care exists in these 

housing sites, the relationship between individuals’ conceptions of care and their 

understandings of home, and how care is conceived and practiced by different groups. 

The paper concludes with a discussion focused on the multidirectional relationship of 

care work and home as it relates to the care/economy divide and explores the role of 

feminist care ethics in the provision of low-income housing for women.  

6.2. Framing care and home within housing 

Three critical literatures of geographies of home, care and care work in the 

home, and feminist ethics of care provide a useful conceptual framework through which 

to analyze care in non-profit housing for women. Critically, the three academic literatures 

foreground gender as an analytical lens, supported by a feminist methodological 

approach.  

6.2.1. Critical geographies of home 

Home is a valuable concept through which to understand individuals’ relationship 

to their housing. Much academic literature emphasizes that there is no universal 

experience of home, and that it is both a physical place and a set of feelings (Blunt & 

Dowling, 2006; Mallett, 2004). While researchers in the 1980s developed the “house as 

haven” thesis, which conceived the home as a positive place with a “uniform sense of 

safety and familiarity” (Brickell, 2012: 225), contemporary critical geographical research 

emphasizes feminist and post-colonial interrogations of home and suggests that home 

can be both oppressive and a site of resistance.  Specifically, home is spatialized, 

politicized, and multiscalar. Both lived and imagined experiences of home shape 

individuals’ sense of self (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). Further, home is experienced and 

conceptualized differently by various communities and identities, including Indigenous 

people, women, and people of colour. These experiences shape how home is 

understood, and produced. Yet, the conflation of housing and home is problematic: 

having housing does not automatically mean having a home and home does not always 

connote a physical building as it can imply a relationship to the land. Home can further 



59 

be a “site of resistance” where “we can heal our wounds and become whole” (hooks, 

1991: 388, 389). 

The literature emphasizes that home is a concept imbued with many dualisms: it 

can be a place of safety or fear, privacy or surveillance, resistance or oppression, 

ontological security or insecurity (Easthope, 2014; Martin & Mohanty, 2003; Young, 

2001; Blunt, 2017). As Blunt and Varley describe, “As a space of belonging and 

alienation, intimacy and violence, desire and fear, the home is invested with meanings, 

emotions, experiences, and relationships that lie at the heart of human life” (2004: 3). 

This also means that it is difficult to define what home is in universal terms because the 

experience, feeling, and relationship to home is strongly tied to an individual’s 

positionality and socialization. As Blunt and Dowling argue, for this reason it is 

necessary to approach home through a feminist perspective, to understand, “the fluidity 

of home as a concept, metaphor, and lived experience” (2006: 21). While within the last 

decade there have been calls for a greater expansion of a critical geography of home, 

there is much more work that needs to be done (Brickell, 2012; Nowicki, 2014). In 

response to this discussion, I approach home as multiscalar, fluid, and entwined with 

broader economic, social, and political processes and relations (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). 

One of these wider social and political relations is that of care, particularly as care is 

“integral to the ideas of home” (Mee, 2009: 845). 

6.2.2. Care and the home 

In 2005, in an analysis of U.K. housing policy, Smith described a divide between 

states (as responsible for politics and the economy) and “caring communities whose 

work is anchored in the home” (2005: 1-2). Smith describes: 

This division constitutes a political geography in which the economic 
imperatives of competitive individualism (epitomized in the private sphere 
of the market) have become detached from an intrinsically relational ethic 
of care (an ethic which can be institutionalized within the social or welfare 
sector of state activity, but which more usually relies on voluntary 
arrangements enacted by families, friends, and neighbours).  

(2005: 2) 

The connection between the state, care, and home offers important insights about ways 

to interpret and locate spaces and relations of care, specifically within housing. This 
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paper focuses on relationships and spaces of care, which incorporate processes and 

interactions that lead to people feeling cared for/with, as well as the more formalized or 

commodified forms of care work. Although the care/economy boundary (Green & 

Lawson, 2011) works to separate social relations of care from the marketization of care, 

it is necessary to explore ways that these notions of care can be contested. While care 

work at its core is the “provision of practical or emotional support,” it is also necessarily 

relational, multidirectional, and involves interdependency and reciprocity (Milligan & 

Wiles, 2010: 737). Conradson offers a more nuanced definition of care that is particularly 

helpful, especially for research within housing:  

[Care is] the proactive interest of one person in the well-being of another 
and the articulation of that interest (or affective stance) in practical ways. 
Care may thus be present in everyday encounters between individuals 
who are attentive to each other’s situation, who perhaps provide practical 
assistance or who simply make the time to listen to what the other has to 
say. 

(2003: 508) 

Considering home as a place of care is useful because it highlights home as a 

place where both formal/informal and paid/unpaid care work occurs. Health geographers 

in particular have demonstrated that the boundaries between public and private are 

increasingly blurred, as care that used to occur in hospitals and similar institutions is now 

moving into the home through retirement villages, supported accommodation, and 

halfway houses (Milligan & Wiles, 2010). Milligan and Wiles (2010: 747) argue that, “the 

focus on increased formal and informal care within the domestic home has manifested in 

many shifts in the social and symbolic meaning and physical nature of home itself.”  

Historically, care work has been socially, politically, and economically 

undervalued. The work of feminist geographers has highlighted and problematized its 

traditional association with the private sphere and its consequential feminization, which 

positions care work within hierarchies of race, class, and gender (Cox, 2010; Dyck, 

2005; Huang, 2016). Yet, as more women participate in the waged labour force, they are 

less available to provide care in their homes; when combined with a reduction of 

government provision of public services, there is an overall shortage of care in both 

public and private spheres contributing to what Kim England has described as a “crisis 

around care” (2010: 131-2). An increasing amount of care work is now performed by 

paid workers. It has been commodified. Yet, it is still severely underpaid. Paula England 
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argues that care work suffers from a “wage penalty” because it is seen as being 

intrinsically fulfilling, labour-intensive (without a lot of productivity in terms of capital), and 

is often provided by those who are least able to afford it (P. England et al., 2002; Huang, 

2016). As Kim England (2010: 147) argues, “The paid care work relation is already 

saturated with discourses about intimacy, affective labour and ideologies of home and 

family. When that paid care occurs in someone else’s home—a site so deeply suffused 

with feelings, emotions and ideals, those discourses become even more potent.” An 

understanding of care must recognize that, at some point, everyone needs and receives 

care, and it is something that everyone can be involved in (Cox, 2010). 

Finally, care work is deeply political, particularly as the work of care is unequally 

distributed, with women, people of colour, and low-income individuals often doing more. 

Like home, care work too has many dualisms: for example, while care can be enjoyable 

or fulfilling, it can also be undervalued or a source of exploitation (Cox, 2010). Moreover, 

geographers have situated care within place and have examined how care and care 

work exist across scales and in different spatial contexts (Huang, 2016). Green and 

Lawson in particular critique the existing discourse for not pushing the binaries or 

contradictions within care far enough. They argue, “both global trends, towards the 

commodification of care and the representation of care as choice, should be central foci 

of our analytical attention” (Green & Lawson, 2011: 650-51). 

6.2.3. A feminist ethic of care 

It is helpful to frame both care and home within a spatialized feminist ethic of 

care, by “directly engag[ing] with care ethics to draw out the complex geographies 

associated through care sites and spaces of care” (K. England, 2010: 132). While 

contemporary research by geographers has begun to question prevailing notions of care 

work and unsettle what we conceptualize as spaces and relations of care, I argue that a 

feminist ethic of care offers the greatest opportunity to understand care as a site of 

political potential, and to challenge the dominant political trends within care work (as 

previously described by Green & Lawson, 2011).  

The prominence of neoliberal policy in cities since the 1980s has impacted the 

level of provision of social services, including different forms of low-income housing. 

There is an emphasis on self-managing, autonomous urban subjects, and social 
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investment or wealth redistribution is portrayed as “antagonistic to the overriding 

objectives of economic development” (Larner, 2009; Peck & Tickell, 2002: 394). 

Consequently, the state provides fewer social services and social problems are blamed 

on the individual rather than systemic failures (K. England, 2010). As Lawson describes, 

“Increasingly relationships and activities that were imagined to be beyond the market 

have become subject to the discipline of neoliberalism and these changes have gone 

hand in hand with discourses of increased personal (rather than public) responsibility for 

many areas of life” (2007:2).  

A feminist ethic of care sees care as relational, and challenges the simplicity of 

the caregiver/care-receiver hierarchy. Instead, care relations can be understood as fluid, 

multidirectional, and in constant flux. Further, a feminist care ethics5 recognizes that care 

is not an individual process, but rather is deeply relational: we all receive and give care, 

but how and why that care is provided and experienced is shaped by intersecting social 

relations of power. A feminist ethic of care recognizes the embeddedness of power, 

connects care to our everyday lives, and offers new ways to challenge the historical 

undervaluing of care work. 

Yet, a feminist ethic of care directly challenges “(neo)liberal principles of 

individualism, egalitarianism, universalism, and of society organized exclusively around 

principles of efficiency, competition, and a “right” price for everything” (Lawson, 2007:3). 

Feminist care ethics see individuals as relational, interdependent, connected beings 

(Smith, 2005; K. England, 2017). While there are many ethics of care, a feminist ethic of 

care specifically emphasizes: questioning social processes that are typically seen as 

“natural”; engaging with and challenging dominant discourses of power; and privileging 

different epistemologies by emphasizing knowledge and experiences from individuals 

and communities that are typically marginalized through racism, sexism, colonialism, 

and other forms of discrimination. Lawson states that: “Care ethics begins with a social 

                                                
5 Oftentimes in care literature, a feminist ethic of care and feminist care ethics are conflated as 
synonymous terms. I suggest that there is a usefulness in seeing them as separate, but 
connected. A feminist ethic of care can be conceptualized as the theoretical understanding of the 
ways that we are connected through care, and how power is often embedded in care. A feminist 
care ethic is the way that we bring theory into practice: through thinking through how care shapes 
our own lives and intentionally enacting care in a way that understands it as political, as a means 
of subverting social hierarchies, and as a strategy to dismantle existing systems of power. For 
example, there is exciting geographical work exploring the role of friendship as an intentional, 
political practice and form of resistance (Place + Space Collective, 2018; Webster & Boyd, 2018). 
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ontology of connection: foregrounding social relationships of mutuality and trust (rather 

than dependence). Feminist care ethics understands all social relations as contextual, 

partial, attentive, responsive, and responsible” (2007: 3). An engagement with a feminist 

ethic of care in this paper is not done with the reduction to “an ethic of warm and fuzzy 

feelings,” as Staeheli and Brown (2003: 775) warn. While engaging with the optimism for 

the radical potential of politics shaped by care ethics (Cox, 2010), in this paper a feminist 

care ethics also provides a means to read “social policy through care ethics [that] shifts 

the focus away from a strongly economistic, neoliberal interpretation towards framings 

that value interdependence, reciprocity and connection” (K. England, 2017: 6). 

Together, the literatures of home, care work, and a feminist ethic of care inform 

the way that this paper explores tenants’ relations and conceptions of care and home in 

their non-profit housing. The literature on home helps to conceptualize different ways 

that tenants think about their relationship to their housing, and the processes through 

which home is produced. The care literature demonstrates that care is work and a series 

of social relationships. There is tension between and within both components. This is 

helpful in understanding how care can be both provided and felt by tenants and staff in 

non-profit housing. It frames the role that place plays in how care is performed, and how 

gender intersects with care. Further, it contextualizes the work of care in Vancouver’s 

non-profit housing within a broader political economic system. The feminist care ethics 

literature offers new ways to think about care in non-profit housing as a political project, 

beyond (or in resistance to) the market’s impact on care. Feminist care ethics facilitates 

a framing of non-profit housing as a place that can challenge the care/economy divide in 

unique ways. I will now provide an overview of the methods used in conjunction with 

these literatures, to interpret how the work and relations of care by tenants and staff 

contributes to feelings of home, community, and support within these spaces.  

6.3. Methods & Empirical Context 

My study of care and home in Vancouver is guided by the work of feminist 

geographers who have offered helpful critiques and reflections around the ethics of 

knowledge production and the notion of “objectivity as a taken-for-granted ideal in the 

social sciences,” instead challenging the hierarchy of the “observer” and the “observed” 

(Sundberg, 2015: 118; see also Staeheli & Lawson, 1995; Kobayashi, 1994). I draw on 
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the idea that “feminists understand research to be produced in a world already 

interpreted by people, including ourselves, who live their lives in it,” and that power, 

value, and politics impact how we approach, develop, and understand our research (K. 

England, 2006: 287). My positionality as a cisgender woman helped facilitate my access 

to these housing sites, particularly as they are spaces either exclusively for or dominated 

by self-identified women. Conversely, my positionality as a white, middle-class graduate 

student also shaped my interactions with participants: for example, tenants often initially 

perceived me to be staff (on occasion in Haley Place though, I was perceived as a 

resident). It is necessary to note, however, that it is also impossible to “fully locate 

ourselves in our research, because we never fully understand (or are fully aware of) our 

position in webs of power” (K. England, 2006: 288; Rose, 1997). 

During fieldwork and in analyzing interview transcripts and field notes, my focus 

remained on privileging participants’ own understandings of their housing, and more 

specifically, on women’s experiences of their own everyday lives. Further, the focus of 

this research on low-income housing in particular underscores Peake and Kobayashi’s 

(2002: 54) argument that, “addressing issues of poverty and marginalization also 

requires nuanced understandings of the relations of power involved in racism.” It is 

necessary to acknowledge and reflect on the embedded, entangled, and multidirectional 

relationship of power to sexism, racism, and classism as it shapes the experiences of 

participants, and my experience as a researcher, in this project.  

My analysis is built on empirical research I conducted in non-profit housing sites 

in Vancouver, Canada, from August 2017 to March 2018. During this time, I conducted 

participant observation through volunteering (n = 136 hrs.) in three housing buildings 

managed by two non-profit organizations (all names of which are pseudonyms): Sage 

Park, which is supportive housing with both permanent and transitional units for 50 to 60 

women; and Mavis McMullen and Haley Place, both of which offer permanent housing 

with 30-40 suites for women and women-led families (see Table 4.1 in Chapter 4). I also 

conducted semi-structured interviews with tenants and staff in each of the non-profit 

organizations during this same time period (n = 19). As a volunteer, I provided support to 

tenants needing emotional or social care; cleaned and organized community rooms, 

sorted donations, attended tenants’ meetings and board meetings; and facilitated or 

supported social programs, including art workshops, communal lunches, children’s 

activities, and collective cooking programs. In some cases, these programs were tenant-
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led or already being run by the organization, but in others the programs did not exist 

before I began volunteering.  

My semi-structured interviews with 19 participants included tenants and staff of 

non-profit housing organizations, and two policymakers at provincial-level organizations. 

Interviews varied in length from 15 minutes to 2.5 hours, and took place in participants’ 

suites, in offices, cafes, and community rooms in the housing sites. Most of the tenant 

interviews at Sage Park had a staff member present, and one group interview also took 

place at this site. Except for the policymakers, all of the interviewees self-identified as 

cis- or transgender women. Interviewees were a range of ages, races, and ethnicities, 

but it is worth noting that 30 percent of my tenant interviewees self-identified as 

Indigenous, Aboriginal or First Nations. This is indicative of the disproportionate number 

of Indigenous women who are homeless, precariously housed, or living in low-income 

housing in Vancouver, as a result of historical and ongoing processes of colonization 

(Alan & Sakamoto, 2014; Hugill, 2010). It is also notable that two of the three buildings 

where I volunteered were located in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, a neighbourhood 

that has “long been characterized as Canada’s skid row,” (Masuda & Crabtree, 2010: 

656) but, contrary to dominant public narratives, is also a neighbourhood that is 

important for residents “in realizing their needs for belonging, social interaction, 

redemption from social marginalization, and solidarity against political oppression” 

(Masuda & Crabtree, 2010: 664). 

The analysis presented in this paper is from the field notes I took during 

participant observation, and from the semi-structured interviews. Questions in interviews 

were open-ended, and during analysis I read across interview transcripts and field notes 

for predicted and emergent themes. It is also important to consider that tenant 

interviewees’ experiences of care and home were diverse; there was not necessarily a 

universal experience of tenancy shared by all tenants living in a particular building. 

People’s names marked with an asterisk are pseudonyms; however, in most cases 

tenants specifically requested that their real names be used.6  

                                                
6 Most participants (tenants in particular) experience marginalization in intersecting ways as a 
result of their gender, race, sexuality, single-parenthood, class, and also colonialism. Many 
participants self-identified as women, Indigenous, single parents, and/or poor. One tenant 
remarked that they had many experiences, connected to the impact of these problematic social 



66 

6.3.1. Women’s housing in Vancouver 

Each of the three buildings selected for this study are overseen by non-profit 

housing organizations. The suites in each building are designated for low-income 

tenants, meaning that the rents are fixed well below market rate. In some cases, the 

non-profit receives subsidies from BC Housing, a government organization, to help with 

operation costs. In Mavis McMullen and Haley Place, the rents are geared to income, 

meaning that a tenant’s rent is determined as a percentage of their income. Most, but 

not all, tenants in each of these buildings receive social assistance from the government, 

in the form of welfare, pension, or disability support.  

Sage Park is supportive housing for women. The building has one floor of suites 

that are designated for transitional housing, where residents can live for up to six months 

while they find somewhere else to live, often with the support of the organization’s 

housing advocates. The remainder of the suites are permanent housing for residents, 

including some units that are reserved for residents needing palliative care. Most of the 

suites are self-contained and vary in size. The exceptions are the transitional housing 

units, where tenants share the community kitchen, and where they access numerous 

social programs. Tenants are permitted to have pets, so there are many cats and dogs 

in the building. Tenants are also able to do their laundry in the building, and can receive 

household supplies like coffee, garbage bags, toilet paper, and shampoo from the 

central staff office. There are public health supplies intended to reduce the harms of drug 

use and sex, including needles and condoms, available near the shared computer and 

television. Tenants are able to access these supplies without directly interacting with 

staff. The staff office is also on this floor, and has windows that look out into the hallway, 

meaning tenants and staff are visible to each other. Tenants will come to the door of the 

office to chat, ask questions, make requests, and pick up phone messages that staff 

have taken for them. Guests of tenants must also check in at this office, showing their 

I.D. There are multiple staff working twenty-four hours, seven days a week at Sage Park. 

Tenants can access the building with their key fob, or by buzzing the staff via intercom at 

the front door.  

                                                                                                                                            
hierarchies, of things being taken away from them, and as a result they would like to have their 
words attributed to them in this research. 
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Mavis McMullen and Haley Place are permanent, subsidized housing 

developments for women on low- or fixed-incomes. The apartments are self-contained, 

and are different sizes, including three-bedroom apartments or townhouses. Tenants are 

allowed pets. Both buildings have amenity rooms, which tenants can book for birthday 

parties and other events, and these spaces are also used for building-wide holiday 

dinners and other social programs, meetings with social workers, and meetings with 

community advocates that staff will organize. Both buildings also have a shared 

courtyard and, in Haley Place, the courtyard also has a small children’s playground, as 

the housing was built with the intention of being for single moms. Each building has one 

to two part-time staff. When staff are not working, a couple of tenants formally oversee 

the security of the building. They are paid modest stipends for this work. Tenants can 

access the building with their building key. 

Mavis McMullen is located in the Downtown Eastside, whereas Haley Place is 

located in another neighbourhood in Vancouver. Haley Place was built after Mavis 

McMullen residents expressed a need for housing designed for single parents or 

families, and for residents who no longer wanted to live in the Downtown Eastside. 

According to staff, the tenant turnover in these buildings is fairly low: for example, there 

are several current residents who were original residents at Mavis McMullen in the 

1980s and now live in Haley Place. Some residents in both buildings lived there as 

children and now live there as adults, sometimes with children of their own. They are 

sometimes colloquially referred to as “second-generation Mavis tenants.” 

While both non-profits provide housing specifically focused on the needs of 

women, Mavis McMullen and Haley Place provide housing to other genders. If a woman 

is in a relationship with a man and they are both living in an apartment in Mavis 

McMullen or Haley Place, the policy of the organization indicates that it is the woman’s 

name that must be on the lease. This serves as a protection against women losing their 

housing if a relationship ends. This policy also means that women’s sons are able to live 

with them in adulthood, which is not the case with all women’s housing. I will expand on 

this policy and its relationship to care, below. 

While each building is part of a non-profit organization that operates multiple 

buildings, my analysis focuses primarily on the scale of each housing site. This is 

because during interviews, participants (both staff and tenants) focused on their 
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everyday experiences of the housing site, rather than the operations of the organization 

as a whole.  

6.4. Producing care in Vancouver women’s housing 

How do relations, feelings, and spaces of care connect to conceptions of home in 

non-profit housing for low-income women? When participants were describing what 

home was to them, often there was an immediate or prolonged emphasis on the feeling 

of home, or a specific place. Most, but not all, tenants described their current housing as 

being their home. Home was commonly described as a particular feeling, and as a place 

that was warm and comfortable, with safety, security, and privacy. For some 

participants, their current housing was the first in which they felt they had a home. As 

Bharbara, a tenant, explains: “I’ve lived in lots of places since I lived here [in British 

Columbia], and none of them felt like home until I moved into [this building], none of 

them. They were all like shelters” (Interview 3). Several participants explained that 

previously they had been homeless, or living in shelters or single-room occupancy 

hotels, and that those places had not felt like homes because they lacked safety, 

privacy, and comfort. This resonates with Blunt and Dowling, and others’, 

conceptualization of home, where home is comprised of feelings, ideas, and identities 

that are bound together by the materiality of home as a place (2006; Easthope, 2004). 

The connection between home and care has been asserted in recent literature, 

particularly with England suggesting that the home is now significantly a site of care 

since the 1980s shift in Canada’s social policies (2010: 135; see also Mee, 2009).  

Having somewhere to live does not automatically mean that someone has a 

home, and it is this distinction that means it is useful to explore what takes place within 

housing that might make someone feel that a particular place is their home (Blunt & 

Dowling, 2006). For tenants in these buildings, their experiences of their housing were 

often shaped through their relationships with staff and other tenants. In all three 

buildings, staff provide care to tenants, but the form the care takes is different among 

staff members and between housing sites. While some tenants would explicitly describe 

feeling cared for by their neighbours and by staff, more frequently they would make 

references to feelings of support, or feelings of community. There are three primary 

caring relationships that emerged from the comments of both tenants and staff: tenants 
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to tenants, staff to tenants, and the relationships that people had to spaces of care within 

their housing. In one way or another, staff and tenants are both recipients and givers of 

care, which unsettles the notion that there is a unidirectional caring hierarchy of 

caregiver to care receiver.  

6.4.1. Caring for each other 

Care can exist in many different forms, with many going beyond that of the 

caregiver/receiver. McEwan and Goodman suggest that caring should be understood as 

a way of relating to others, rather than simply as an activity (2010). As a site of 

marketized care, it would be simple to conceive of non-profit housing as a place where 

care takes place, through staff providing care to tenants via practices embedded within 

their organization. However, I want to challenge this notion: not only by arguing that staff 

provide more than institutional caring practices, but also that the way that tenants relate 

to each other is at the core of how care occurs within these spaces. As Mee has argued, 

caring relationships often “occur within, and sometimes exceed, the formal structures of 

care made possible by care providers” (2009: 845).  

Interviews and observations suggest that care provided by tenants to their 

neighbours is an important and significant element of the wider complex of care in the 

housing sites. This is evident in the opening vignette, where a woman was glad her 

neighbours would check in on her given her recent health issues. This care among 

tenants takes the form of both emotional and practical support. As Cherry, a tenant, 

explains: “We protect each other, we support each other, you know? …Yeah because 

we do, we laugh, we joke, we have fun, we cook, we clean…” (Interview 15). This 

tenant’s reflection describes the way that neighbours’ relationships with each other can 

lead to a feeling of belonging or inclusion, and these feelings are often created through 

everyday, or seemingly mundane, acts of care (Mee, 2009). While in these non-profit 

housing sites there are staff present to provide formal care, these informal relationships 

of care among tenants could suggest that most care still comes from family, friends, and 

neighbours—even in spaces where care is built into the structure of the housing 

organization (Milligan, 2003).    

In some cases, tenants are paid stipends to assist with cleaning or providing 

security to the building, or children will take out the garbage for their neighbours with 
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limited mobility. Often, there are check-ins between generations, where elders are 

offering parenting support or babysitting, or younger residents look out for elders. Gail, a 

tenant, describes instances where younger women would “adopt those older women so 

that they would ask them, for Christmas dinner, or Mother’s Day dinner, or something 

like that. And, at the same time, [they] would be able to get help from those [older] 

women” (Interview 4). Tenants will also bring back clothing donations for each other, and 

some of the buildings have donation tables where tenants can exchange items. The care 

also extends to feelings of safety. Interviewees spoke of times when they called the 

police because they could hear gender-based violence in a neighbouring suite. One 

tenant, Danette, described that the closeness of suites contributed to a loss of privacy, 

but simultaneously there was a sense of security in that lack. “There’s that feeling of, ‘I’m 

being seen,’—not in like a creepy surveillance way—but if something were to happen, I 

feel like there would be people who cared or would hear … You know that if anything 

happened and I yelled for help, that it would be heard, which is sort of a good feeling” 

(Interview 8). This feeling of being seen and heard provided comfort to several of the 

senior tenants. Gail explained that if she was injured in her suite, she could trust that 

someone would hear her crying for help and do something. While care is a practice, 

simultaneously it is “about ‘feeling’” and it is this feeling that most participants described, 

rather than focusing on how care took place (McEwan & Goodman, 2010: 109).  

The emotional support that tenants provide to one another takes different forms 

as well. A notable theme was tenants’ descriptions of “knowing their neighbours.” While 

there were limits for some tenants about what they would discuss with their neighbours, 

knowing people who lived in the building with them often led to feeling supported, and in 

some cases, contributed to their feelings of community. As Cherry describes: 

When I can say hi to people you know, when I can stop and say hello 
because believe it or not I’m pretty introverted, even if I say hi to 
people, that’s about all that I’ll say. I won’t talk about myself very 
much and I won’t ask them about themselves very much, and that just 
comes from years and years of growing up in state care right and 
being a foster kid, which is why like I don’t engage in like big 
conversations with most people. But then with the people I do engage 
in conversations with, then yeah they become a part of my home too, 
the feeling of home, yeah. You know, neighbours, or people that I see 
often, and they become part of my feeling of home.  

(Interview 15).  
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For this tenant, her neighbours were entwined with her feeling of home. Home is 

shaped through relationships with other individuals, as well as a relationship to a 

particular place (Blunt, 2017; Easthope, 2004; Christensen & Andrew, 2016). In this 

case, when tenants describe feeling supported, or feelings of trust, it demonstrates that 

Mee (2009) is correct when they argue that giving and receiving care is important in 

creating feelings of belonging in non-profit housing. These relationships also suggest a 

multidirectionality to care, not only because tenants are caring for each other, but also 

because the way individuals feel about their housing is further connected to how they 

chose to interact with others within it. Staff described scenarios where a new tenant 

would choose not to be involved in social programming or to interact with their 

neighbours, but over time they would end up involved in the building. This connects to 

notions of community in these buildings, as one tenant explained about Mavis McMullen: 

“There was a family environment that was occurring, a society within a society kind of 

thing, that women tend to understand women. And when you put a whole bunch of 

women together, there’s a lot that can come out of that.” It is evident from these 

responses that feelings or observations of care impacted how tenants interacted with 

others in their housing: this is echoed in Mee’s research on public housing (2009) where 

the perception of caring needs of tenants often led to neighbours providing care for each 

other. It is useful to think about caring with someone rather than caring for them; this 

challenges the notion that care is only received when you are unable to care for yourself 

and shifts the understanding of power dynamics within caring relationships.7 Conradson 

argues that care should be seen as the “proactive interest of one person in the well-

being of another, and as the articulation of the interest … in practical ways” (2003: 508).  

While it is worth remembering that the work of care remains problematically 

gendered where it is predominantly done by women (Milligan & Wiles, 2010; Staeheli, 

2003), it is interesting to consider the political potential of care as it creates spaces 

where women are supporting women. As a feminist ethic of care demonstrates, it is 

necessary to privilege these “connection[s], social relationships, mutuality and trust 
                                                
7 Colloquially, we will often say that we are caring ‘for’ someone or something, but growing 
literature on the geographies of care lead us to a way of conceptualizing caring ‘with’ someone. I 
suggest that this distinction is a useful way of thinking about mutual forms of caring that are less 
transactional and emphasize the potential of the politics of care. If you care with someone, you 
are often choosing to care with them in a particular way, perhaps through friendship as a political 
practice. Often, caring with does not necessitate a direct return on that action from that person, 
but you may choose to care with as a means of subverting neoliberal practices, as a form of 
resistance, or as a way of building solidarity, friendship, or feelings of community. 
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rather than dependence” (Lawson, 2007: 3). I suggest that this is what is taking place 

when tenants are caring for each other in this non-profit housing. I also argue that 

without tenants’ care work this housing would not feel like home for many tenants. The 

characteristics that tenants associate with their homes—that of security, privacy, and 

support—are fundamentally supported through the care work of tenants. The care work 

of tenants is representative of the care/economy dichotomy: the rollback of the state has 

returned care to private realms of the market and the household, rather than seeing care 

as society’s work (Staeheli, 2003; Lawson, 2007). Tenants’ care falls into the ‘care’ side 

of the dichotomy, as most of the tenants’ work is unpaid and takes place because of the 

relationships that tenants have with each other, as neighbours.  

6.4.2. Staff care 

Tenant-to-tenant care is intertwined with the care work of staff in each of the 

sites. In Sage Park, the ongoing presence of staff means that many tenants have 

consistent interactions with them. For example, staff assist tenants in setting up doctor’s 

appointments, facilitate pest control, and arrange for meetings with housing advocates. If 

tenants are nervous or uncertain about a health appointment, sometimes staff will 

accompany tenants to the hospital or to the doctor. Staff also keep track of which 

tenants they have seen over a certain time period, and if someone is unseen over forty-

eight hours, a missing person report is filed. Staff facilitate tenants’ meetings and they 

also provide care through the social programs, especially the communal kitchen. 

Rebecca, a tenant, explained that the staff who run social programming, “Probably 

knows the story of each of our lives, from us being in the kitchen. She probably knows 

the story of everything that upsets us every day” (Interview 10). Staff often verbally 

check-in with tenants, following up on a previous conversation. There are also attempts 

to create recognition for tenants: once a week there is a dinner where one resident is 

able to choose whichever meal they want, and that meal will be made in the communal 

kitchen. Staff typically greet each resident by name, even if they are just passing them in 

the hallway. Tenants noted that if they asked for help from staff, they would receive it—

including if they needed care after a hospital visit, or if they were working to stop using 

drugs or alcohol. “They’re there to support you in almost anything you do,” says 

Rebecca (Interview 10). Joy, a tenant, explains, “I think it’s pretty cool, especially for 
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women, right? Because we need a lot of support out there, out in this environment, we 

need a lot of support. And it’s all in one place.” 

In Mavis McMullen and Haley Place, the staff are part-time workers and 

consequently do not play the same role in tenants’ lives as in Sage Park. Yet, there are 

similarities in the character of care among the sites. During my participant observation 

tenants were frequently in the staff office asking for advice about social services or 

having casual conversations. Staff also check in on the elders in the building, and 

facilitate tenants’ meetings. At these meetings, conflicts between tenants are addressed, 

rules are established for the building (e.g., what time the playground is open), and 

tenants express their perspectives to staff. For example, at a tenants’ meeting in Haley 

Place, tenants shared their desire to have more information about decisions made by the 

board of directors. A staff member at one building explains that she has a “protective 

nature for the tenants, I want them to always be treated with respect,” and that she 

wants to “make sure they feel valued, they feel acknowledged, they feel listened to,” and 

that the tenants’ meetings facilitate this (Interview 2).  

As in the case of neighbour care, tenants described feeling the practices of care 

from staff. Joy, a tenant, explains that the safety of tenants is invested in by the staff, 

and “Our various lifestyles and choices that we made, they’re supporting them. And 

they’re taking care of us at the same time … I think that’s pretty cool” (Interview 11). In 

caring staff relationships though, it is particularly important to consider the 

embeddedness of power dynamics within care. Milligan emphasizes that these 

dynamics, along with privacy and control, have been impacted by the reordering of 

public and private spaces (2003). Further, previous literature has proposed that the 

perception of home as a private space means that those who are providing care within 

the home as care workers enter the home as guests. This argument suggests that the 

care-receiver has the choice to grant the care workers entry in order for the caring 

activities to take place, which in theory shifts the power dynamic in favour of care-

receivers (Milligan, 2003). However, this is not the case in these non-profit housing sites, 

where tenants often do not have the choice of whether staff are in their housing or not. 

As paid care workers, staff are entwined with the marketization of care.  

Yet, Staeheli importantly argues that, “the values expressed at the policy level 

and the institutional changes that accompany it are not necessarily the same as the 
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values of people who work in organizations that provide care at the local level” (Staeheli, 

2003: 819). An example of this comes from one of Mavis McMullen Housing Society’s 

first tenants. She explains that from the beginning, she felt a sense of home and 

community there. As tenants began to move in, a family dinner was cooked every night 

in the amenity room. “[The staff] just cared about us. And it wasn’t a pitiful caring, 

neither. There’s a big difference between the person that looks down at you and says 

‘Oh you poor dear.’ Excuse me? [Laughs]. I am not your ‘poor dear,’ let’s get that 

straight.” 

The performance of care by staff is also indicative of the multiscalar nature of 

power dynamics within care: the care that staff are required to provide is also shaped at 

a policy and institutional level (McEwan & Goodman, 2010). Staff provide care in this 

housing, and they are underpaid for the amount of work that they do—something that 

was highlighted by several tenant participants. A Danette, a tenant describes, “I mean 

[the staff] is this amazing person, who is bridging this role of building manager and social 

worker which maybe isn’t really her responsibility, but she does it anyways. And I think 

that speaks to the reality that there are so many people working in the non-profit sector 

with more marginalized communities, that just do the work because it needs to get 

done—and no one else is going to do it” (Interview 8). Tenants who have lived in these 

buildings for years (and thus have had experience with different staff) often described 

the necessity of a staff member being able to handle both the financial and the social 

aspects of the job. Marilyn, a tenant, describes, “I like that the staff here aren’t suits. 

They aren’t, you know, ‘these are my hours and don’t talk to me about personal stuff’ or 

whatever. And I like that there’s that sounding board … I think they conduct themselves 

very professionally, and I just like that they’re a little bit softer than the suits” (Interview 

7). As a staff member explains, “You just deal with the problems that come up” 

(Interview 5). In a situation of gender-based violence for example, the staff member 

would sit down with the tenant, and discuss whether they need a support services 

advocate, counselling, or a safety plan. The same staff member also explained that 

“because of our mandate [of women’s housing], we do quite a bit more than just what a 

landlord would do at that point” (Interview 5).   

Most of the staff described their work as being difficult, and exhausting. As one 

manager stated, “I’m thinking, okay, any job is easier than this … seriously, you know, 

it’s a hell of a job” (Interview 2). To manage this, staff will often provide care to each 
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other: through debriefs following difficult or traumatizing events (e.g., conflict, or the 

death of a resident), as well as checking in with one another and making sure that they 

take their scheduled breaks during a shift. Despite this provision of care, during 

participant observation several staff mentioned that they were considering changing their 

careers (Field Notes, 2018). The chairperson of Mavis McMullen Housing Society 

explains, “I really do feel that they’re underpaid and should be compensated more. 

They’re definitely not in this for the money, and just for some of the things that you’re 

having to deal with, yeah, it’s really hard for them. It takes a special person to be able to 

make it work and also not be burnt out, and deal with stuff skillfully” (Interview 1). 

While there are power imbalances in staff-tenant relationships, staff have more 

power largely because of their relationship to the tenants’ housing. Sometimes, there are 

race and class privileges as well. As a staff member at Sage Park explains, “We try to be 

aware of privilege and power imbalance that we have as staff there” (Interview 13). She 

also described that while she does see herself as part of the building, there are 

limitations she puts in place, in order to take care of herself: “I am part, it’s a community, 

it’s a home, but at the end of the day the women are not my friends, they’re not my 

family. I do care about them, but I draw that line about how involved you can get. It’s 

very separate” (Interview 13). It is important to consider power dynamics is relationships 

of care, but as previous research on care ethics suggests, it is necessary to both 

examine these power relationships and then move “beyond critique and toward the 

construction of new forms of relationships, institutions, and action that enhance mutuality 

and well-being” (Lawson, 2007: 8). 

In these non-profit housing sites, the work of care is provided through these 

specific caring relationships, and it is these relationships that contribute to both tenants 

and staff feeling care within these buildings. During interviews, these feelings were often 

described explicitly, such as a feeling of being “cared for” or “caring about” someone. 

When participants were discussing these feelings though, they also often described 

feeling at home, or feeling a sense of community and support in the building, indicating 

how feelings of home and community shaped how they experienced or provided care 

within their housing, and vice versa.  
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6.4.3. Spaces of care 

The caring relationships that exist between tenants, and between staff and 

tenants, are indicative of ways that both pieces of the care/economy divide intersect with 

each other within non-profit housing. These feelings and relationships of care that 

tenants describe as experiencing in their housing are further supported by particular 

spaces of care that have been intentionally created in these buildings. As Milligan and 

Wiles argue, the extent and particular form of a caring relationship is shaped by where it 

takes place (2010). I also take Mee’s description of spaces of care, to understand them 

as relational and as “spaces to care about, spaces to take care of, and spaces in which 

to give and receive care” (2009: 845). The most explicit spaces of care in these non-

profit housing sites are the shared spaces in each building, but in addition to social 

programs, buildings will also hold memorials for residents who have died, and in some 

cases have organizational policies and practices that also emphasize a feminist care 

ethic (Figure 6.1). 

Sage Park, Haley Place, and Mavis McMullen all have at least one communal 

space where residents can gather with one another, and these spaces play a role in the 

care work that tenants provide to each other, and that staff provide to tenants. In Sage 

Park, there is a communal kitchen where there is daily food programming where women 

meet to prepare food together with the support of staff, as well as holiday dinners where 

many residents will sit together at the large dining table and share a meal. Connecting 

spaces of care to the development of social relationships, a staff member explains: “I 

think for [tenants] that's [the holiday dinners] more home-like, and it feels like they're 

sitting as a family, because a lot of them are estranged from their family. So, we're their 

family for a lot of them” (Interview 12).  

There is also a communal courtyard, and a small recreational space with a 

television and computer. One tenant at Sage Park described the communal spaces, 

social programs, and harm reduction supplies as also playing a role in keeping 

everybody safe. 
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Figure 6.1  Social program for adults and children. 

 
Source: Author (2017).  
An example of a social program that was facilitated by the author and a colleague. 

Haley Place and Mavis McMullen also have amenity rooms and a shared 

courtyard (for example see Figure 6.2). In Haley Place, tenants often book an amenity 

room for a children’s birthday party or family events. Tenants’ meetings and social 

programs also take place in these rooms, but with less regularity than in Sage Park. On 

occasion, the rooms are also used for meetings with social workers or other support 

services. During interviews, several participants from the three buildings made reference 

to communal spaces as connected to their feelings of home and community. Danette, a 

tenant, described the built form of the building as facilitating the knowing of neighbours 

and a feeling of safety. She remarks, “There are these great things about living in these 

sort of communal arrangements that I think are only really available to lower income 

people” (Interview 8). 
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Figure 6.2 A shared courtyard. 

 
Source: Author (2017). 

A staff member also emphasized that it was important for the buildings to feel 

comfortable to residents, explaining: “It’s nice to have a clean building, but if it’s too 

institutional, Aboriginal history is filled with institutions, right? Whether it’s residential 

schools or jail? It’s nice to have a little bit of comfort” (Interview 2). They also explained 

that because the building had fewer residents than other types of housing, staff were 

able to have closer relationships with tenants—meaning that they could do a better job 

addressing tenants’ specific needs (Interview 2). For example, after a resident had 

surgery and was unable to pay for aftercare, the housing organization covered the costs. 

Without this, the staff member described, “she would’ve literally been without care” 

(Interview 2). 

Beyond communal spaces, interviews with staff, along with participant 

observation, elicited less explicit ways that these non-profit housing sites exist as spaces 

of care. A majority of tenants and staff from Haley Place and Mavis McMullen 
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emphasized that one of the key factors that made their organization different from other 

housing providers was that it must be the woman’s name that is on the lease for the 

apartment, which aligns with their mandate of being women-led housing. This means 

that if a woman is living with a man, and there is a dispute or the relationship ends, it is 

the man who leaves. This intentional strategy positively shifts the gender dynamic in 

housing, as several participants described previous housing experiences where they had 

lost their housing because they had refused to provide to engage in sexual activities with 

a man they were living with, or because their personal safety was at risk.  

Another way that care takes place through a non-profit’s organizational practices 

is through the handling of evictions. In one organization, evictions are generally seen as 

a last resort. As one staff member explains, “It’s a really dire situation [for housing] … so 

evicting someone at this point is not something you’re going to take lightly … you’re just 

going to try to work, try to find another solution” (Interview 5). If a tenant cannot pay their 

rent, the staff will check in on them and will typically arrange a repayment agreement, 

with support from the board of directors. When an eviction does happen, in these two 

housing sites it is rarely an eviction to street homelessness. As a staff member 

describes: 

Generally, my evictions take like eight months to a year to happen, 
just because there’s a complicated series of negotiations, like we often 
wait for advocates to find housing and then they don’t, and then I step 
in and then I just start pestering people. And I’ll offer things like 
housing trades …if there’s no housing available we try to figure out a 
trade … there’s nothing out there right now, so the only way to really 
facilitate housing change is to find somebody who can trade right now.  

(Interview 5) 

For example, during the time I was volunteering, staff worked with another 

housing organization to facilitate a “housing trade” across non-profits. One tenant was in 

need of greater staff support, and a tenant at another building was ready for a more 

independent living situation. Rather than attempting to work within the system, staff 

created an informal process whereby the housing needs of both tenants could better be 

met. This process serves to embed more caring practices within the housing itself, and 

again serves to demonstrate ways that individuals practicing care at the local level do 

not necessarily share the values expressed at a policy level (Staeheli, 2003). The state’s 

provision of care is not meeting the needs of tenants, so these staff and housing 
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organizations have created alternative practices that, from their perspective, better 

provide care to tenants. 

Further, Mee (2009) has previously suggested that the provision of non-profit 

housing, as shelter, can be seen as a form of care, because without it someone might 

not have housing at all. This is true on a policy level, as a means through which the state 

provides care. However, I argue that it is these additional, intentional spaces of care that 

are what contribute to whether or not there is actual ‘caring care’ in this non-profit 

housing: that is, relationships and practices of care that contribute to feelings of 

community and home. The privacy of suites contributes to what many participants 

explicitly associate with a feeling of home, but it is the communal spaces that seem to 

contribute to feelings of community in the buildings. As Danette, a tenant, describes: 

“Part of the experience of living here, is always feeling invited to participate in things that 

are happening in the [communal spaces] … I mean, that’s all really amazing, and makes 

me feel really like that’s the kind of stuff that also contributes to the sense of community 

in this building.” Like care, community is a concept that is only given meaning through 

practices and actions of individuals intending to create them (Staeheli, 2003). Many 

participants referred to feelings or notions of community in their building, connecting 

community with their feelings of support.  

6.4.4. Friction and fragility 

For many participants, community in their buildings was seen as positive. Yet, 

Conradson (2003: 508) reminds us that, “the emergence and endurance of such [caring] 

spaces depends both upon the willingness of some individuals to move towards others 

and, amongst those being engaged in this way, upon a receptivity to such initiatives. 

Spaces of care are shared accomplishments, and in reflection of this, may at times be 

socially fragile.” While there are many positive caring relationships taking place in these 

housing sites, they are not impervious to the friction and fragility that accompanies 

relational spaces of care (Mee, 2009). While in many cases across all three housing 

sites tenants and staff are actively working to create feelings of home, community, and 

support, it is problematic that these spaces and relationships of care are extremely 

fragile, susceptible to being dismantled with the slightest change.  
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During participant observation, some tenants would suggest that they were 

unhappy with how their housing was run by the organization, or that they felt that there 

was an injustice or unfairness between how staff treated different tenants. Tenants at 

Haley Place and Mavis McMullen often spoke of previous years where tenants had 

made them feel unsafe, or staff created feelings of inequality between tenants through 

favouritism. During a past period where multiple participants described feeling fearful, a 

tenant said that they had to fight “for four years to get this community feeling a little bit 

safer,” explaining that they fought for the community on behalf of the single moms and 

children living in the building. They added, “Now, it’s better because we don’t have as 

many careless people here, they care a little bit more about their home…” (Interview 6). 

This tenant’s anecdote expresses a connection between seeing neighbours as caring 

about their home, and feeling that there is community in the building. The association 

between caring tenants and creating community in the building resonates with Green 

and Lawson’s description of the deserving care subject. Anecdotes from tenants suggest 

that they were appreciative when they felt supported by their neighbours, but tenants 

who were not seen as caring (e.g., through vandalizing property, not following building 

rules, etc.) were often not considered part of the community and less deserving of the 

housing, and of care. As in Mee’s (2009) research, descriptions of careless neighbours 

in this case too were often described in relation to change within the housing, where 

particular behaviours were not seen as acceptable in the building and that things were 

better now that the tenants had left.  

The production of home is a process (Easthope, 2004), and feelings of 

community and safety in these housing sites shift as tenants leave and new tenants 

move in, and through staff changeovers. And while informal housing policies like housing 

trades are often beneficial to tenants, the non-uniformity has its risks, too: one tenant, a 

trans woman, recounted that they almost did not receive housing because the building 

manager knew that existing tenants were transphobic and that having them in the 

building would create conflict and discomfort. Luckily, another staff member became 

aware of this and provided them with housing, but this tenant easily could have ended 

up without housing because the care of existing tenants was privileged over their own. 

This, as Bartos (2018) suggests, demonstrates that not all caring practices result in care. 

I also do not want to suggest that there was a lack of conflict between staff and tenants, 

or between tenants and tenants—in some cases conflict lasted a week, but in other 
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cases conflict spanned years. This connects to the relational aspect of care, but it is 

necessary to remind ourselves that caring spaces are not exclusively cheerful, 

sentimental, emotional places. Care takes place in many different forms, but it is also 

shaped by personal ideologies and actions, politics at a broad scale, and the messiness 

that accompanies social relationships in any form. As Lawson (2007: 6) aptly suggests, 

“care is a practice and a politics.” 

6.5. Discussion and Conclusion 

Foregrounding a feminist ethic of care in understanding the experiences of 

tenants and staff in non-profit housing sites for women provides a means to explore the 

complex geographies connected to these particular sites of care. In particular, 

individuals’ understandings of both care and home in their housing were often connected 

to relationships, embedded within their interactions with other tenants and staff. The 

comments made by both staff and tenants are indicative of the role that care plays in 

individuals’ experiences of home within non-profit housing.  

While the care/economy divide has been reinforced through the state’s reduction 

of care provision, these non-profit housing developments bring both relational and 

marketized care together in ways that allow us to explore how all sides of the care-

economy boundary intersect and exist within a single type of space. First, non-profit 

housing is funded by the government, and many tenants are recipients of welfare or 

other social security payments provided by the state. As Green and Lawson explain, 

framing recipients of social security payments plays a “central role in governing the 

neoliberal political economy of late capitalism” (2011: 648). In these sites, the 

government relies on non-profit organizations to facilitate care, which locates these 

housing developments within the economy through the marketization of care. This allows 

the government (and, arguably, the non-profits) to provide “care without caring,” as care 

is a product rather than a relation (Green & Lawson, 2011: 650). Second, family is 

framed as the naturalized location of care, with this care taking place in 

households/private spaces. In these housing sites, care is provided not only by the staff 

(in its marketized form), but also between tenants. I suggest that this disrupts the care 

provider/receiver binary, and the care/economy boundary: marketized and relational 

care is occurring in the same space, simultaneously. Finally, I argue that care in these 
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housing sites—housing that is both for, and run by, women—is shaped in complex ways 

by the current political-economic context, which is notoriously “gender-blind” and anti-

feminist (Rodgers & Knight, 2011). For example, both tenants and housing directors felt 

that staff were underpaid, and staff wanted to pay tenants higher stipends for their work. 

Yet, financially organizations struggle to increase these wages. All three sites are 

restricted in their ability to adequately pay for care because they exist within a political 

economic system that subscribes to the historically problematic gendered and 

domesticated provision of care “that [is] undervalued and underpaid because [it] ‘should 

be’ provided by households,” and this is intensified in these spaces as it is women (as 

staff and tenants) providing, receiving, and experiencing care in its various forms (Green 

& Lawson, 2011: 650). 

As I have shown, tenants’ ideas of home are tied to their feelings and 

relationships of care within their housing. Framing this connection through home and 

care literatures, though, demonstrates that tenants are not passive receivers of care. 

Instead, they are actively involved in creating feelings of community within their housing, 

through the provision of practical and emotional support to their neighbours. These 

caring relationships and feelings are further emphasized through the intentional creation 

of spaces of care within the housing developments themselves, including community 

rooms and policies by the organization that underscore caring practices for their tenants. 

In more “traditional” spaces of care (e.g., care homes, hospitals), the dominant 

care relationship occurs from staff to the “vulnerable ‘others’” (Cox, 2010). While that 

relationship did exist in these non-profit housing sites, it is important to include that 

tenants were also providing care to each other (and in some cases, to staff), which 

significantly contributed to the associations that people felt between their home and their 

community. As Tronto (quoted in Cox, 2010: 127) argues, “rather than seeing care as 

something which is done for vulnerable ‘others,’ we need to see ourselves as care 

receivers and to recognize the amount of care that supports all of us in our daily lives.” In 

these housing sites, the community is also caring for each other, and they are doing so 

without compensation. This is not to undervalue the work that staff provide, but rather to 

unsettle the notion that the care occurring in non-profit housing is predominantly given to 

tenants by staff.  
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Building on the existing academic discourse around a feminist ethic of care, in 

this paper I have argued that the feelings and practicing of care are deeply connected to 

women’s sense of home in their non-profit housing. Underscoring the politics of care, 

this research offers an understanding of the relationship between care and home in non-

profit housing that opens new opportunities for establishing housing policy that 

recognizes the significance of caring relations. Subsequently, this policy needs to 

adequately support and value the work of care provided by both staff and tenants in low-

income housing developments. It also demonstrates ways that a feminist ethic of care 

can be used to challenge dominant public narratives about who cares, and how care is 

provided in non-profit housing for women. Feminist care ethics create space for us to 

“challenge the existence of the autonomous self-contained rational individual who 

inhabits much of neoliberal discourse” (England, 2010: 132-3). However, more work is 

needed to explore the potential for spaces of care within non-profit housing that 

challenge neoliberal narratives of individualization. 

These themes once again emphasize that care is inherently political, and 

embedded within social inequalities and hierarchies of power. This is particularly 

apparent through an examination of who is doing care in these buildings, and in the non-

profit housing sector more broadly. Following the work of Staeheli and Brown, it is 

necessary to refuse “to place the emotion, the mess, and the softness of care in some 

prepolitical zone inaccessible to the purview of truly critical” analysis (2013: 773-4). We 

need to shift our understanding of care that conceptualizes it as either relational or for 

the market, towards fully engaging with the idea that care is in fact society’s work. It is 

“absolutely essential to our individual and collective survival” (Lawson, 2007: 5). A 

deeper understanding of the relationship between home, care, community, and housing 

provides new opportunities to facilitate actually ‘care-full’ housing policy, that recognizes 

the politicization and unequal distribution of care in contemporary social sectors and 

privileges tenants’ experiences of feeling, providing, and receiving care. 
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Chapter 7.  
 
Conclusion 

Vancouver is a unique empirical context through which to understand the 

operation of non-profit housing for women in a number of ways. First, the city has 

recently acknowledged a “housing crisis” in the city but suggests that it is a crisis of 

affordability, which indicates that the municipal government remains focused on housing 

as a commodity, rather than as something with inherent social value, as home. Second, 

it is significant that some of the first housing that was built for women in Vancouver was 

created by women, too, because this is indicative of a long, cyclical history of people 

forming the housing that supports their needs when the state does not (Wekerle, 1993). 

In the city’s contemporary context, this is taking the form of growing housing activist 

demands for “homes, not shelters” and the construction of tent cities, which residents 

have described as making them feel safe, stand in contrast to state-facilitated temporary 

homeless shelters. Finally, Vancouver has a number of alternative housing forms within 

its city limits that enable a close analysis of different approaches within a narrow 

geographic region. 

The complicated housing politics at the city level provide interesting sites of 

investigation at the scale of the non-profit housing site. The overall neoliberal roll-back of 

the state means that non-profit organizations are often competing for the same pool of 

funding, and thus need to ensure that the outcomes of their programs are quantifiable 

and measurable (Field Notes, 2017). This brings the commodification of housing to the 

level of non-profit housing organizations, through the application of “the principles of 

market capitalism to the welfare state” (Gurstein & Small, 2005: 718). Yet, the 

fundamental role that home plays in our everyday lives provides new avenues through 

which to conceptualize the social value of housing, in contrast with its exchange value as 

a commodity. Further, academic literature on care has demonstrated that it is largely 

non-profits or volunteers who are taking up the work of care that was previously provided 

by the state, placing care firmly within housing.  

At the intersection of home, care, and housing, collectively the chapters in this 

thesis conceptualize the way that relationships and productions of care and home shape 
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women’s experiences of their non-profit housing. In Chapter 2, I discuss the feminist 

methodologies that supported the research project, and critically reflect on my 

experiences in the field. Chapter 3 provides an overview of the methods used in this 

paper. In Chapter 4, I examine how conceptions and productions of home shape 

people’s experiences of their housing. Chapter 5 links my two empirical papers by 

emphasizing the connections between care and home in housing. Finally, in Chapter 6, 

my second empirical chapter, I examine how conceptions, interactions, and practices of 

care shape people’s experiences of home within their housing. Together, they provide a 

deeper understanding of the politics that take place within non-profit housing, and ways 

to provide housing that emphasizes and privileges tenants’ experiences of home.  

7.1. Contributions 

There are a number of conceptual contributions that this thesis makes to existing 

literatures of home, care work, and a feminist ethic of care.  

I extend literatures on home by focusing on the co-production of home by staff 

and tenants in non-profit housing sites, and specifically tenants’ everyday meanings and 

experiences of home as they connect to politics of housing, care, and gender. This 

answers Brickell’s (2012) call to deepen our understanding of home’s connection to 

wider political processes, as I demonstrate that the ways that the production of home in 

non-profit housing remains vulnerable to, and shaped by, the political economic context 

of housing hyper-commodification that exists beyond the walls of the building. Further, 

understanding home as a co-production centres relationships of power and conflict that 

ultimately shape how tenants experience and understand their homes.  

I have deepened our understanding of the relationship between home and care 

within housing, beyond understanding the home as a site of paid and unpaid domestic 

work, which expands on existing care literatures. I demonstrate that non-profit housing 

provides new ways of understanding how care can exist as a series of social relations 

and as work, and that these relationships and practices contribute to how people feel 

about their home. Moreover, I take Green and Lawson’s (2011) conceptualization of the 

care/economy divide and determine that non-profit housing is a place where both 

marketized and social relations of care intersect and push against each other within a 

single site.  
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In recognizing the role of care in non-profit housing as a political process, I have 

been able to extend literatures on feminist care ethics into home and housing. I 

demonstrate that there are multiple, intersecting relationships of care in this housing that 

challenge the caregiver/receiver hierarchy, including importantly that tenants provide 

care for one another as neighbours, and this contributes to feelings of support and 

community these buildings. This challenges dominant public notions of who cares, and 

how care is provided with and for low-income individuals.   

Empirically, this thesis provides insights into the micropolitics of home and care 

in non-profit housing, emphasizing the importance of understanding different 

experiences of housing through a gendered lens. Throughout this thesis, I do not want to 

romanticize ideas of home or community, and I recognize that non-profit housing 

societies come in a variety of forms and can have a diverse range of goals. As with any 

of these terms that seem to have an inherent positivity to them, we need to remain 

critical. One way that the thesis works to address this is through privileging the 

perspectives of tenants throughout the empirical papers, something that needs to 

happen with greater prevalence in housing studies.  

I will now offer four concluding insights that have come out of this study, followed 

by several short recommendations on ways to provide non-profit housing that privileges 

housing as a potential site of home. 

7.2. Understanding care and home 

First, this thesis has demonstrated that meanings, boundaries, and processes of 

home are fluid. This means that home can mean different things to people 

simultaneously, and people’s understandings of what or where home is can also shift. 

For many participants, home was both a physical place and a set of feelings, but home 

was not always their current housing, or housing at all. In some cases, home was tied to 

an individual’s relationship to their land, or to another city. This fluidity of home means 

that it is shaped by wider political processes, and that it is in a constant state of being 

made, unmade, and remade.  

Second, while I did not determine whether a particular building design led to 

stronger feelings of home, this thesis does demonstrate that the built environment 
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contributes to experiences of home and care within tenants’ housing. The presence of 

self-contained apartments often contributed to feelings of safety, control, and privacy. 

The presence of communal spaces where social programs would sometimes occur 

created a space where people could develop relationships with their neighbours, 

sometimes through shared experiences.  

Third, home and care are both processes of co-production within these non-profit 

housing developments, produced by tenants and staff. While home and care may be 

intentionally produced through particular organizational policies or practices, ultimately 

experiences of care and home are shaped by people’s everyday experiences with staff 

and their neighbours. Tenants would describe experiences they had with a staff 

member, or with a neighbour, that helped them to feel support. Home and care as a co-

production also means that these housing developments are political sites of negotiation, 

of meaning, feelings, and understandings of what it means to create home and practice 

care within a building. 

Each of these insights is embedded within power relationships and is 

unfortunately vulnerable to factors that are often beyond the control of tenants or the 

organizations themselves. Central to this power are the social hierarchies of race, 

gender, and class, where tenants are often marginalized in relation to staff. Further, as 

tenants people are vulnerable to eviction, limited housing agreements, and changes in 

tenant or staff populations which can contribute positively or negatively to feelings of 

safety and security. Finally, both staff, tenants, and non-profit organizations are 

susceptible to neoliberal policies and the housing market. Ongoing funding for 

organizations is often uncertain, and rising property values in neighbourhoods where the 

buildings are located also causes concern among these groups, who worry that they will 

be displaced by more affluent populations.  

In my field notes, towards the end of my research, I wrote that I thought I had 

initially gone into these buildings expecting to find a model that was the ideal form we 

should replicate across scales. What became apparent through this project though, is 

that there is no single model that is working perfectly. While there is no one “right” way to 

provide housing, there are certainly some models that are working better, for tenants, 

than others. So, I have a number of recommendations that suggest ways to improve the 

provision of housing for women on low- or fixed-incomes. 
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7.3. Recommendations 

First, tenants need to be given power in their housing. One way that this can 

happen is by making housing management community-based and more democratic, as 

Madden and Marcuse emphasize (2016). This is beginning to happen in some of these 

buildings through tenant representatives and tenants’ meetings, but it needs to become 

standard practice across organizations, and be formalized into an organization’s policies. 

Tenants need choice and control in their housing. However, the lack of housing for 

Vancouver residents on low- or fixed-incomes means that often, there is a lack of control 

or choice over where people live, or what type of housing they are living in. In Chapter 6, 

I discussed decisions by staff to do ‘housing trades’ where they would move tenants 

between housing types based on the type of housing staff felt they needed. Arguably, 

this is a caring practice: it prevents evictions, and keeps someone housed. However, 

there also appears to be a lack of choice for the tenant to choose where they live. A 

tenant who I interviewed, who described single-room occupancy hotels as “not home,” 

moved into one shortly after our conversation because they wanted to stay close to their 

community—and their other option was to move to the suburbs. Is this a true choice? In 

the non-profit housing sites in this study, tenants did describe feelings of control in their 

housing, and for many people this contributed to feelings of home, security, or safety. 

During participant observation, some recommendations from tenants about things they 

wanted to see changed in their building were implemented. But, there needs to be more 

of this. Ultimately, tenants are “the true experts on their own housing” and they should 

be given power that matches that (Madden & Marcuse, 2016: 212).  

Second, it is important when seeking solutions to housing crises or housing 

shortages that we do not lose sight of the fact that housing is not a one-size-fits-all 

model. People have different housing needs, and so there needs to be a diverse range 

of housing types to match this. One way to address these needs is through a recognition 

that people’s intersecting identities (of gender, race, class, sexuality, etc.) impacts 

housing needs. This study, and previous housing research, has demonstrated that 

gender continues to play an important role in people’s housing histories and their 

experiences of their current housing. When I asked tenants what role they felt gender 

played in housing, many participants detailed their own experiences as women, or 

situations they had observed. Gail, for example, explains that it comes back to creating 
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housing where women have control: “For women to have their own housing, where 

they’re in control, it’s so beneficial, and that’s what men who've kind of latched onto 

women here, have tried to do that [the control] in, they’ve tried to make it their housing. 

And it’s not the women’s housing, and I think that gets really ugly” (Interview 4). 

However, addressing gender in housing does not mean only creating housing that is 

exclusively for women. As one tenant, Samantha, explained, “Different women need 

different things” and there should be options for different types of housing—some that 

are for women only, and others that allow for partners, children, or families (Interview 

14). 

Finally, truly creating housing that emphasizes the social value of home 

ultimately requires the decommodification of housing. Given the contemporary political 

economic context, where housing is a hyper-commodity, this is not an easy task. Yet, 

Madden and Marcuse are optimistic:  

A world where decent housing is provided to all is possible. It requires 
confronting the housing system without illusions and changing the 
processes that, generation after generation, produce residential and 
social crisis. 

(2016: 218) 

Beginning this process requires deepening our understanding of the role that care and 

home play in people’s experiences of housing. As this thesis has demonstrated, 

relationships and processes of home and care contribute to feelings of safety, support, 

and community by tenants. These processes continue to be shaped by conflict and 

power. Yet, by centralizing experiences and perspectives of tenants, especially those 

who are on low- or fixed-incomes, we can challenge existing dominant structures of who 

creates knowledge about housing, and whose knowledge is used to develop housing 

policy (Madden & Marcuse, 2016). In doing so we recognize housing as an important 

political landscape, moving closer to recognizing it not as a profitable investment, but as 

a potential site of home that plays a fundamental role in the shaping of our everyday 

lives. 
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Appendix A. 
 
Participant Categories 

Table A1: Categories of interview participants. 
Category Interviews 

Tenant 11 
Staff 4 
Housing Director 2 
Provincial level advocacy/policy organization 2 

Source: Author (2018). 

 

Table A2: Identities of tenant interview participants. 
Identity Number of participants 

Woman 11 
Indigenous 4 
Parent 5 
Current housing is home:  
Yes 8 
No 1 
Unsure/unstated 2 
Tenure:  
Less than 1 year 3 
1 to 4.99 years 3 
5 to 9.99 years 0 
10+ years 4 
Unknown 1 

Source: Author (2018). 
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Appendix B. 
 
Sample Interview Questions 

Staff 

1. How would you describe this housing to someone who was unfamiliar 
with it? 

a. What makes it different? 

b. What do you like about it? What would you change? 

c. What does good housing look like? 

d. Why is this place women’s only housing? If this is important, 
why? 

2. How long have you worked here? 

3. What is your understanding of home? 

a. What does this look like in this housing? 

b. How do you create a home?  

c. Can you make home for other people? How would this work? 

4. Some tenants describe this housing as their homes. What do you 
think it is about this place that makes it feel like home? Is there 
anything that doesn’t make it feel like home? 

5. What do you do as part of your job? What are your responsibilities? 

a. How do you see your role as a staffperson? How is your role 
different than your co-workers’? 

b. What does your average workday look like? 

c. What does the governance structure look like? How much 
control do you have over the day-to-day operations of this 
housing? How much of it is overseen by the manager/the non-
profit? 

d. How do you feel about your job? Do you enjoy it? Are there 
things you would like to see changed? 
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6. How would you describe your relationship with tenants? What role do 
you play in their lives? 

7. Do you volunteer for any organizations beyond where you work? If 
yes, what types of volunteer work do you do? Why do you partake in 
this work? If not, why not? 

8. Is there anything else you’d like to discuss? 

Tenants 

1. How would you describe this housing to someone who was unfamiliar 
with it?  

a. What makes it different (if anything)? 

b. What do you like/dislike about where you live? What would 
you change? 

c. What does good housing mean/look like? 

d. What characteristics are present? 

e. How long have you lived here? 

2. Are the buildings the same as they were in the past? Has anything 
changed? 

3. How does this place compare to other places you’ve lived? 

4. What does home mean to you? 

a. Thinking of a time when you felt at home, how did you feel? 
Was this a place? What about this experience made you feel 
at home? 

b. How do you create a home? 

c. What is not home? 

d. Where is home for you? What makes this place home? 

5. What does community mean to you? What is your community? 

6. How do you feel about your neighbourhood where you live? 

7. Have you ever done any volunteer work? What type of work? 

a. Why do you partake in this work? If not, why not? 
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8. How would you describe your relationship with staff?  

a. Relationship with other tenants? 

b. Relationship with the board? 

9. In your home, do you feel safe/have privacy/etc.? Do you feel this in 
your housing (if there is a distinction)? 

10. Is there anything else you’d like to discuss that we haven’t already 
touched on today? 

Policymakers 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about the role of your organization in the 
province? 

2. How would you describe your organization’s approach to providing 
housing? 

3. What is your vision for housing in the province? 

4. What do you consider to be the ideal form of housing? 

a. Why? How do you think your perspectives around housing 
were formed? 

5. What does home mean to you? How do you create a home? 

6. What does community mean to you? What is your community? 

a. What role do different housing types play in facilitating 
community (if they do this)? 

7. What do you see as the biggest issue contributing to unaffordable 
housing in Vancouver/BC? 

a. What are possible solutions? 

b. What stands out to you about the current 
Vancouver/BC/Canadian housing strategies? 

c. How do you see particular housing types fitting into longterm 
solutions to housing strategies? 

d. Is there anything else you’d like to discuss that we haven’t 
already touched on today? 
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Appendix C. 
Sample social program posters 

Figure C1. Mavis McMullen lunch poster. 

 
Source: Author (2017). 
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Figure C2. Mavis McMullen program schedule. 

 
Source: Author (2017). 




