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NAVIGATING HOUSING AFFORDABILITY
BETWEEN TRANS-DISCIPLINARITY AND LIFE STYLE THEORIES
THE CASE OF THE GULF STATES

Ashraf M. Salama

Abstract

The typical approach of affordable housing research
and practice views cost reduction as one single
determinant. Other crucial factors such as lifestyles of
the targeted populations, people satisfaction of their
current houses and residential environments, and
their aspirations and preferences in future houses
are always oversimplified or superficially addressed.
Therefore, the objective of this paper is to argue for
a comprehensive approach for affordable housing
practices in the Gulf States. The approach is based
on a new paradigm of research: trans-disciplinarity; a
form of inquiry that crosses the boundaries of different
disciplines. Brief notes to highlight affordable housing
issues in the Gulf States are outlined.
An argument on the impact of trans-disciplinary
thinking on understanding affordable housing is
developed, then is placed within the perspective of
how lifestyle theories and their underlying concepts
including place attachment, appropriation, visual
preferences, and people satisfaction, can be
integrated into a comprehensive investigatory
process. In turn, a framework of inquiry is developed
while reflected on affordable housing knowledge
types. A translation of the framework into a survey
tool is conceptualized. The tool is introduced in
the form of a questionnaire to be implemented in
the context of the Gulf States. The testing of the
questionnaire --in the context of the city of Jeddah-

- as a tool of inquiry reveals its validity, corroborates
the value of integrating different knowledge types
into affordable housing practices, and accentuates
the value of incorporating lifestyle theories as a new
form of transdisciplinary knowledge necessary for
affordable housing research and practice.

Keywords

Lifestyle theories, trans-disciplinarity; Gulf States,
affordable housing

Introduction
Rapid growth of urbanization worldwide and
especially in the Gulf States is continuously
putting pressures on urban economy, facilities,
infrastructure, and the social and the physical
environment. Typically, housing provision lags
behind the rapid growth of urban population.
If houses are available for renting or buying,
they are generally beyond the affordability
of a considerable segment of society in
those states, especially in rapidly growing
urban centers such as Jeddah, Riyadh, Doha,
Dubai, Abu-Dhabi, Dammam greater area,
and many others. The rate of urbanization
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in these cities would call one to argue that
they are representing regional metropolis at
varying degrees where the recent impact of
globalization is unprecedented. Urbanization
and globalization are interdependent and
mutually influencing the reshaping of urban
morphology and activities in these emerging
urban metropolis. The impact of globalization
has typically reduced the role of governments
in the provision of housing, facilities, and
infrastructure.
The discovery and commercial exploitation
of oil and natural gas in the Gulf States,
especially in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Qatar,
has been a catalyst for unprecedented
urbanization and population growth. Large
scale urban development projects such as
land reclamation, road and infrastructure
expansions, and public housing have been
sponsored and financed by both governments
and the private sector. The transformation of
the built environment in the Gulf States and
especially in housing environments can be seen
as a material testimony to a new socio-cultural
condition of regional metropolis or urban
centers in a global world.
The rising demands on affordable housing in
the Gulf States and the increasing interest of
developers to invest in affordable housing
projects mandates a clearer understanding
and appreciation of the lifestyles and cultural
values of the local societies in those states.
Dealing with affordable housing as products or
commodities only results in less than appealing
and depressing environments that do not
meet basic needs or satisfy the preferences of
potential users.

The idea of this paper is culled from a number
of issues I have explored over the past few years
(Salama 2005, 2006 a & b). However, the basic
premise here is that affordable housing has not
been addressed in a comprehensive manner;
it has been approached from a professional
milieu as well as from an academic perspective.
At the two levels, it has been an issue of debate
where numerous conferences, publications, and
consultancy reports have addressed different
aspects of affordable housing. Investigating
the literature that has been developed over the
past two decades reveals critical arguments on
the way in which such an important subject has
been approached in practice, or debated in
academe over the years.
Discussions and methodological research on
housing and affordable housing included took
place through six approaches (Lawrence,
1997): aesthetic or formal interpretation, the
typological approach; evolutionary theories
and physical explanations such as building
technology and climatic aspects; social
explanations such as defense theory and
household structure; socio-cultural factors; and
religious practices. In the Arab world including
Gulf States, debates around housing of all types
seem to have drifted into two domains that
seldom meet (Serageldin, 1990): A) technical
discussions about the problems of mass housing
including land acquisition, services, credit,
finance, and urban planning, or B) stylistic
discussions of the cultural authenticity of
housing production. However, issues are always
addressed in isolation and many factors, critical
to the success of affordable housing projects
and essential for developing knowledge
about existing projects, are oversimplified,
superficially addressed, or ignored. Therefore,
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a new innovative and alternative approach is
obviously needed; an approach that has the
capacity to address multiple issues at a time
while reflecting the thinking spirit of the present
era that is based on trans-disciplinarity; the
integration of different types of knowledge and
ultimately crossing the boundaries of different
disciplines.

Brief Notes on Housing in the Gulf States
The stated objective of housing policies in
most Gulf States is to ensure that all segments
of societies, particularly the lower income
population, have greater access to adequate
and affordable housing and related support
facilities. However, reality is different as the
objective goes beyond credits, finance,
monthly installments, or giving greater access to
an affordable house where the main concerns
should be the quality of life and the socioeconomic impact of housing developments.
A number of concerns can be conceived in
this respect. One concern is the gap between
supply and demand. In most Gulf States as in
other parts of the world housing supply normally
reacts to housing needs/demands. However,
housing development involves a long process
of planning, designing, and construction; it
is usually difficult for the supply to meet the
demand. In essence, housing units that are
completed for occupation today are actually
based on the demand of two or three years
ago. The demand conditions change by
the time units are available in the market for
renting or buying. Generally, the result is either
oversupply or under supply. While the supplydemand issue remains important, the most
important concern is the nature of societies in
the Gulf States and their housing spatial needs

and cultural aspirations.
Taking the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as an
example a number of issues can be raised.
Since most construction cost is significantly
related to dwelling size and finishing, it is critical
to understand the peculiarity of affordable
housing needs within the Saudi context (Salama,
2005). The Saudi dwelling size goes beyond the
international standard which equals the size of
three affordable housing units in Egypt and five
in India (Nabeel, 2004). For example, a typical
Saudi family of 7 persons needs six bathrooms
due to privacy needs and social norms,
exceeding the standards of contemporary
housing in the US. As well, the Saudi society in
generic terms is selective of higher quality of
housing finishes and fixtures due to cultural and
social aspirations (Figure 1) and some times the
pressures encountered from peers, colleagues,
and the larger family (Proceedings of the
Second Housing Symposium on Affordable
Houses in Saudi Arabia, 2004).
In Saudi Arabia, there has been a declining
income from oil production that continued
during the nineties, which has led to a
reduction in government revenues. As well,
the influx of rural and desert population into
urban areas has exacerbated the problem of
providing affordable housing to the populace.
However, the recent boom in oil prices, which
started in parallel to the second Gulf war and
the flourishing economy led to a surge in the
construction of housing environments where
many projects are currently undertaken by
government agencies and through many
private sector initiatives. In this context, the
Saudi
environmental
and
socio-cultural
contexts demand that affordable housing
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should not aim at merely providing shelters to
lower income populations, it should also offer
design solutions that are sensitive to the local
context. Issues such as privacy, social cohesion,
and perceptions on residential density,
preferences, and the lifestyles of the target
populations should be considered in providing
desirable, affordable, and sustainable housing
(Salama, 2005, 2006 a & b).
The state of Qatar is another example
that corroborates a dramatically different
condition than that of Arabia. Sharon Nagy

has conducted intensive investigations on
housing and urbanization in Qatar. Based on
her studies, a number of issues are revealed
(Nagy, 2004). The economic circumstances in
the country have created a situation in which it
is economically viable for Qataris to construct
new homes or renovate old ones (Nagy,
2004). The first official housing policy in Qatar
was constituted in the mid 1960s providing
for the distribution of homes to the disabled,
elderly, unemployed, and those who were
asked by the government to relocate in order
to accommodate urban development plans.

Figure 1: Examples of Proposals of Affordable Houses Developed by Architects for Real Estate Companies in the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia - Courtesy of Al Oula Real Estate Company,Al Khobar, Saudi Arabia
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The policy established a system to provide
free houses to those citizens as an incentive to
relocate. However, in the mid 1980s the housing
policy was expanded to avoid the exclusion
of the growing numbers of the educated and
employed Qataris. Such a policy still exists
where all Qataris are eligible to receive free
houses.
Typically, recipients of housing grants may
either select the design of the house from
a manual of pre-approved models or find

an independent designer of an architectural
office. Most Qataris use the grant to build two
story villa style homes with a small service annex
on the periphery of the property. In some cases
another annex is added as for male guests.
These houses are dramatically different from
the one story houses that were built around
courtyards. It can be argued that significant
changes in the house form, style, and the
overall physical appearance through the new
housing policies (Figure 2). The question in this
context is: have these changes influenced the

A. A Renovated One Story House Built in the 1960s,
Doha, Qatar (Source: A. Salama)

B. A Two Story Affordable House in Doha Based on
the Housing Policy of the 1980s. (Source: S. Nagy)

C. New Housing Developments in Strategic
Locations within Doha (Source: A. Salama)

Figure 2: Housing Developments in the State of Qatar

Archnet-IJAR, International Journal of Architectural Research - Volume 1 - Issue 2 - July 2007

61

ASHRAF M. SALAMA

Navigating Housing Affordability Between Trans-Disciplinarity and Life Style Theories: The Case of the Gulf States

family structure or the way in which the house
is used. A simple answer is that most houses are
designed in a manner by which residents can
adjust the dwelling form and the overall spatial
organization to accommodate changes in the
household structure resulting from life cycle
changes and also economic circumstances.
According to Nagy (2004), given the variable
and dynamic family organization in Qatar,
the social boundaries of the family do not
necessarily reflect or correlate to the physical
boundaries of the house. This is exemplified by
the fact that during a family’s development
cycle, new family members are added to the
existing house while others leave to form their
own house, or join another existing house. For
example, a married son who has established
his own house with his spouse and their children
leave the family’s house. However, in some
cases sons maintain residence in more than
one house and frequently shift residences
between their natal and marital homes. Also,
men with more than one wife may maintain
separate houses for each wife.
The preceding examples from Saudi Arabia
and Qatar are in fact applicable to other Gulf
States with varying degrees. Therefore, now
the question that can be raised in this context
goes like this: Should cost still be seen as the
most important determinant when discussing or
investigating or designing affordable housing.
A simple answer once again tells us that social
and cultural norms, family structure, and the
lifestyles of those who will occupy future houses
or renovated existing ones are more critical in
the context of affordable housing in Arabian
Gulf States.

Affordable Housing Research and Practice:
Missing Conceptions and Misconceptions.
The issue of affordability has been treated
and approached differently while contextual
societal and cultural issues remain a continuous
challenge. Although a considerable knowledge
of components and elements on how to plan,
design, and construct successful housing
projects is available gaps between targets and
achievements still exist due to the mismatch
between economic and cost issues on one
hand, and social needs and cultural aspirations
on the other.
Despite the current surge in the construction
of housing environments in the Gulf States, the
quest for affordable housing remains elusive
for a large segment of societies in those states.
Descent, affordable housing is emerging as a
critical issue toward the social and economic
well being of the individual countries and the
Gulf region as a whole. Demands for such
housing continue to far outstrip supply and
those projects that are currently built suffer from
severe cost constraints, while lacking important
qualities that relate to people needs, societal
norms, and lifestyles.
To many architects, engineers, and developers,
the terms “affordable housing”, “design”, and
“the preferences and lifestyles of the targeted
populations” are exclusive and are looked at
in isolation. Once the goal of providing quality
design and once the goal of understanding
people preferences and their lifestyles enter the
discussion, it is generally assumed that the cost
will automatically increase. When production
techniques are developed to provide genuinely
affordable housing, effort is often focused on
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cost reduction only while preferences and
lifestyle aspects are overlooked. Theorists like
Alexander and Burnham argue that it has
proven difficult to strike a harmonious balance.
While recently there have been notable
developments
in
housing
design
that
demonstrate our increased understanding
of social issues and construction techniques,
cost efficiency is perceived as contradictory
to the overall design quality and the lifestyles
of potential users. There have been many
explanations given. Most often it is first blamed
on a lack of funding. However, another
underlying reason may stem from the public
perception of what affordable housing should
look like. Some well-designed projects make
people uncomfortable because they are ‘too
nice’. “…The underlying belief is that people
who do not have a lot of money do not
deserve to live in nice housing” (Maurer, 1994).
This notion is a flaw since it is believed that
quality design and meeting the preferences
of users are critical to instill a sense of pride in
potential occupants. “It must also bestow on
its inhabitants a sense of dignity…To ignore this
aspect of housing or to consider it a prerequisite
for only those who can afford market-rate
housing, is to invite both social and financial
disaster”(Davis, 1995).
People need to have a personal psychological
investment in their houses and are well aware
when asked to live in impersonal housing.
Unattractive housing directly affects the selfrespect of the occupants. All people want to
see themselves reflected, to express themselves
on paper or canvass and in speech, dance,
and their choice of car, clothing or built
environment (Alexander et al. 1977, Altman,

1980). If people are consistently told, through
the kinds of housing offered, that they are only
worthy of a certain level of quality, they may
come to believe it. Understanding preferences
and the lifestyles of people gives architects
and planners the chance to create a sense of
individual expression and thereby a pride at an
affordable cost (Burnham, 1998).
The preceding discussion conveys that there
are misconceptions in the conventional
approach where affordable housing worldwide
in general and in the Gulf States in particular is
always understood from the perspective of cost
reduction only as one single determinant, while
other critical determinants such as the lifestyles
of the targeted populations, their satisfaction
of their current houses, and their preferences
of the future houses need to be addressed.
Even when these issues are addressed they are
introduced in a superficially articulated manner
that does not do justice to the local population.
This, in essence, requires an alternative
approach that integrates these concerns in a
comprehensive manner, especially in light of
the peculiarities of social norms and practices
in the Gulf region.

A Responsive Argument: Producing TransDisciplinary Knowledge
Theorists and practitioners have been
discussing the issue of architectural knowledge
for several decades. Recent years, however,
have witnessed an intensive debate in built
environment literature.
Donald Watson
attempted to define a demand for knowledge
in architecture and built environment. He
argues that: «The discipline of architecture

Archnet-IJAR, International Journal of Architectural Research - Volume 1 - Issue 2 - July 2007

63

ASHRAF M. SALAMA

Navigating Housing Affordability Between Trans-Disciplinarity and Life Style Theories: The Case of the Gulf States

needs a rigorous knowledge base by which
to support its premises and principles that
define the relationship between human and
community health, and between building
and urban design,” (Quote from Boyer and
Mitgang, 1996). Henry Sanoff confirms this view
when he argues that architecture should be
based on knowledge of people needs; it should
not be based just on the creative impulses of
architects (Sanoff, 2003).

profession and its education are based upon to
one based on science and research. Rapoport
introduced a number of questions underlying
the heading of “knowledge about better
environments”; these are: what is better, better
for whom and why it is better? (Rapoport, 1994,
1995).

To date, the development of rigorous theory/
knowledge building has been at the edge of
the profession and frequently marginalized
as something separate from the profession of
architecture, that is: environment-behavior
studies,
building
sciences,
environmenttechnology studies, etc. As a result, most
practitioners are not well equipped or even
interested to understand the value of their
professional services. Concomitantly, the
standing of the profession is marginalized in
the eyes of the public. That is, without research,
scholarship and a rigorous knowledge base,
the profession cannot take stands on significant
health, economic, social, political or ethical
issues.

Recently, John Habraken introduced an
argument similar to those of Watson, Rapoport,
and Sanoff, but with a focus on the education
of future professionals. Habraken argues,
and rightly so, that «We need to teach
knowledge about everyday environment. How
it is structured, what we can learn from historic
and contemporary evidence, how different
examples compare, how it behaves over time
and responds to change of inhabitation or
other circumstances… Teaching architecture
without teaching how everyday environment
works is like teaching medical students the art
of healing without telling them how the human
body functions. You would not trust a medical
doctor who does not know the human body.
Knowledge of everyday environment must
legitimize our profession…”(Habraken, 2003:
33).

Watson argues for the need for a rigorous
knowledge base in architecture. He believes
that this knowledge could strengthen architects
potential to understand the object proper
of their professional expertise and its value in
relation to other fields of expertise (Woyseth,
2002). Along the same line of Watson’s thinking
Amos Rapoport (1994) argues for the need
for the discipline of architecture to develop
a quantifiable body of knowledge based on
qualitative measures by calling for a dramatic
departure from the art metaphor that the

In essence, the preceding eloquent arguments
call for a more stable basis for knowledge
in architecture and in the creation of built
environments and affordable housing is no
exception. Such basis would be in the form
of a more balanced and integrated types of
knowledge. Therefore, an elaboration upon
these arguments in the context of recent
discussions on different modes of knowledge
production and on different types of knowledge
in architecture and the built environment is
needed.
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Modes of Knowledge Production
Planning and architecture, like other fields
of vocational expertise, can be classified as
professional disciplines, especially when we
regard them as fields of inquiry (Becher, 1989).
Ulf Sandström has followed the development
in profession-related studies since he identified
two trends in research and knowledge
production in the field of professional expertise:
one which is oriented towards the production of
mono-disciplinary academic knowledge, and
the other which is directed towards subjects
derived from concrete life situations, these
being solution-oriented (Woyseth, 2002).

King and Burnell offer a broad and convincing
representation of what constitutes an
academic discipline. They propose several
aspects that include a community, a network
of communications, a tradition, a particular
set of values and beliefs, a domain, a mode
of inquiry and a conceptual structure [13].
Another definition, by Toulmin, focuses more
on epistemological considerations, presenting
disciplines like this “…each is characterized
by its own body of concepts, methods and
fundamental aims” (Becher, 1989).
In his
important work on trans-disciplinarity, Gibbons
describes two parallel and competitive modes
of knowledge production (Gibbons et al., 1996).
He described them as outlined in Table (1).

Modes of Knowledge Production

Descriptive Definition

Mode 1
Mono-Disciplinary
Multi-Disciplinary

The complex of ideas, methods, values and norms that has grown up
to control the diffusion of the Newtonian model of science to more and
more fields of inquiry and ensure its compliance with what is considered
sound scientific practice.

Mode 2
Trans-Disciplinary

Knowledge production carried out in the context of application and
marked by its: trans-disciplinarity; heterogeneity; social accountability
and reflexivity; and quality control, which emphasize context – and
use-dependence. It results from the parallel expansion of knowledge
producers and users in society.

Table 1: Definition of Modes of Knowledge Production

The definition of Mode 2 introduces the notion
of trans-disciplinarity that can be described like
this: Trans-disciplinarity is a new form of learning
and problem solving involving co-operation
among different parts of society and academia
in order to meet complex challenges of society.
Trans-disciplinary research starts from tangible,

real-world problems. Solutions are devised
in collaboration with multiple stakeholders.
Thus, trans-disciplinarity is about transgressing
boundaries of disciplines.
As a practice-oriented approach, transdisciplinarity is not confined to a closed circle
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of scientific experts, professional journals and
academic departments where knowledge
is produced. Through mutual learning, the
knowledge of all participants is enhanced,
including
local
knowledge,
scientific
knowledge and the knowledge of concerned
industries, businesses, and non-governmental
organizations. The sum of this knowledge will
be greater than the knowledge of any single
partner. In the process, the bias of each
perspective will also be minimized (Kelin 1999,
Kelin et al., 1999).
The trans-disciplinary type of knowledge is partly
based on epistemological research. While
mono-disciplinary and multi / inter-disciplinary
research is clearly encompassed by Mode 1,
trans-disciplinary knowledge production is the
very essence of Mode 2. Gibbons maintains that
Mode 1 has its role mostly for providing a stable
basic educational training and for instilling
in individuals a sense of disciplinary identity.
On the other hand, he argues that there is a
demand for the aptitude to co-operate with
experts from other fields and for the ability to
see problems in a complementary manner.
Such faculties rest upon the capacity to assume
multiple cognitive and social identities. Thus,
both modes of knowledge production are in
demand and should find a mutual balance
(Sommerville and Rapoport, 2002).

The Impact of Trans-Disciplinary
Knowledge on Understanding
Affordable Housing Within the Context
of the Gulf States
The preceding discussion on trans-disciplinarity
as a thinking paradigm reveals that “trans”

in the term is about transition and movement
where the rigor of research and knowledge
production is matched by the concerns for
establishing connections and inter-relationships.
This means that there is a “middle zone” of
exchange between disciplines. It also means
shifting the grounds of research in both the
sciences and the arts from a concentration on
disciplinary needs and history of things/issues, to
an emphasis on how needs of one discipline are
connected to knowledge goals and aspirations
of other disciplines. In other words, it can be
argued that no discipline can make strong
claims anymore about its own direction, value,
and output in isolation from what is happening
in other areas of research.
Looking at the latest literature on sustainable
affordable housing as a field of research,
one could trace its trans-disciplinary nature
(Beer, 2004; Buki, 2002; Chatfield et al., 2000;
Hall and Pfeiffer, 2000; Munoz, 2003; and
Vittori, 2002). It involves research paradigms
that range from policy making, economics
and financial concerns, to environmental
and cultural aspects, to planning, design,
management, and operations. This is due to the
fact that the provision of sustainable affordable
housing is always constrained by the need to
consider social, environmental, and economic
implications.
Affordable housing can be viewed as a web
of influences and inter-relationships of a wide
spectrum of issues and this reflects the transdisciplinary nature of sustainable affordable
housing investigation or development. For
example, it is acknowledged in the literature
that the morphology of residential production
influences the development of cities and
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concomitantly
generates
environmental
impacts and infrastructure stress. It is also
acknowledged that the typology of houses
influence the social and environmental
performance of neighborhoods. These interrelationships mandate a comprehensive
understanding of sustainable affordable
housing where the creation of trans-disciplinary
tools of inquiry would be indispensable.
Within the preceding context it should be
noted that while research studies on affordable
housing highlight the multifaceted nature of the
process of investigating or creating affordable
housing projects, little emphasis was placed
upon addressing the socio-cultural, economic
aspects in an integrated manner and the way
in which they influence one another as different
disciplinary issues. This is clearly evident where
one could see studies that place emphasis on
policy and economic issues without looking
at the impact on other critical concerns such
cultural and environmental aspects. On the
other hand, the author notice other types of
studies that place emphasis on the physical
characteristics of dwellings or neighborhoods,
again, without clear indicators of how physical
aspects can be linked to socio-cultural
concerns (Salama, 2005).
While
social and cultural issues are introduced
/
in the literature as successful determining
factors, very little is offered on how to
introduce such issues either when investigating
sustainable affordable housing in a research
process, or when attempts are envisioned
to develop sustainable affordable housing
projects in a developmental process. The fact
that affordable housing is always defined in
economic terms or by the relationship between

household’s
income
and
expenditures
does not mean that other issues, such as
socio-cultural concerns including people
preferences, lifestyles, and cultural aspirations
are oversimplified or addressed in isolation.
This suggests that creating affordable housing
projects and that producing knowledge about
affordable housing requires a new paradigm of
thinking, which is based on trans-disciplinarity
that crosses the boundaries between wide
spectrums of issues that stem from different
disciplines. In this context, the author assert
that the typical approach for investigating
affordable housing adopts the perspective of
cost reduction only as one single determinant,
while other critical determinants such as the
lifestyles of the targeted populations, their
satisfaction of their current houses, and their
preferences of the future houses are typically
absent from the inquiry process. Therefore,
emphasis is placed upon integrating economic,
cultural, social, and behavioral aspects in
addition to other contextual measures within
which sustainable affordable projects are
created.

Life Style Theories Incorporated
Since the intention of this paper is to develop
a new approach for investigating affordable
housing in the Gulf States, it is essential to
redefine the nature, direction, and orientation
of knowledge about affordable housing to
be more relevant to the socio-economic
and cultural contexts of Arabia. It is therefore
proposed that adopting a trans-disciplinary
thinking requires that trans-disciplinarity is
viewed as a realm of research that differs
from other forms of inquiry. Concomitantly,
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investigating affordable housing in a transitory
fashion that crosses the boundaries between
different disciplines is paramount. It is also
envisioned that the unique characteristics
that the kingdom enjoys in terms of economic,
social, and cultural particularities necessitates
a comprehensive mechanism that addresses
the misconceptions, which characterize other
conventional approaches of inquiry that rely
heavily on knowledge types emerging from one
single discipline. Thus, a number of perspectives
are incorporated in a proposed alternative
approach, derived from different disciplines
while at the same time crosses the boundaries
between them. Such an approach is based on
introducing lifestyle theories.
The
proposed
approach
involves
the
introduction of lifestyle theories into other
concerns including financial, cost reduction,
and
affordability
issues.
Understanding
how the issue of affordability may relate to
people preferences and lifestyles mandates
an understanding of lifestyle theories that
emerged from other disciplines and branches
of science such as ethnology, anthropology,
and sociology. Ethnology is defined as “the
science that analyzes and compares human
cultures, as in social structure, language,
religion, and technology”, while anthropology
is defined as «the scientific study of the origin,
the behavior, and the physical, social, and
cultural development of humans» (AHD, 1994).
It should be noted in this context that ethnology
is also defined as a branch of anthropology
that addresses cultural issues thereby is
often referred to in the literature as «cultural
anthropology.» On the other hand, sociology
is defined as «The study of human social

behavior, especially the study of the origins,
organization, institutions, and development
of human society.»
(AHD, 1994). Sociology
involves the analysis of a social institution or a
societal segment as a self-contained entity or in
relation to society as a whole.
Literature on lifestyle and social issues as
they relate to geography and place reveals
important perspectives (Adler et al., 1987;
Giddens, 1984; Pred, 1984). Giddens in 1984
introduced the theory of structuration in his
book «The Constitution of Society: Outline of
the Theory of Structuration.» His theory is based
on establishing a dynamic perspective of how
different elements of a society interact. Such
a work is based on a critical understanding of
people, organizations, agencies, and the power
that each element of a society would have
(Giddens, 1984). The introduction of the theory
of structuration generated an intensive debate
on linking issues that pertain to the relationship
between the structure of society and the
physical environment, namely the concept of
place. Allan Pred in his article titled: «Place as
Historically Contingent Process: Structuration
and the Time-Geography of Becoming Places»
introduced a framework that is based on an
integration of time-geography (place) and
the theory of structuration. He conceptualized
place as a human product as well as a set of
features visible on the landscape. In essence,
what should concern researchers in this regard
is the term «human product» (Pred, 1984).
The views introduced by Giddens and Pred
on the one hand, foster a deeper insight
into affordable housing. For example,
the assemblage of buildings in a housing
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environment, land use patterns, and arteries
of communication that constitute that
environment as a place cannot emerge fully
or formed out of nothingness, stop or grow
rigid, or indelibly etched in the once-natural
landscape; they represent a human product.
In other words, such an environment is seen
as a place that involves an appropriation and
transformation of space and nature; processes
that are inseparable from the reproduction and
transformation of society. On the other hand,
such views invigorate an understanding that
the social aspects of everyday life can be seen
as rich realm that offers valuable theoretical,
epistemological, and substantive contribution
to how affordable housing environments can
be investigated. Three major theories appear
to have influenced recent conceptions about
lifestyles and human preferences. These are
of the Danish ethnologist: Thomas Hojrup; the
British anthropologist: Mary Douglas; and the
French sociologist: Pierre Bourdieu.
Thomas Hojrup introduced the concept of
life-mode in his book «State, Culture, and LifeModes: Foundations of Life Mode Analysis
(2003)”. He argues that our values are
constrained by cultural-relational dialectics
and are product of cultural life modes (Hojrup,
2003). He attempted to address the problem
that different cultural values conflict when they
are brought together. The three life modes
he introduced are: self-employed life mode,
wage earner life mode, and career oriented
life mode.
The preceding classification shows that based
on income level, work sector, and work style
of an individual, house needs and preferences
vary dramatically. Putting these three life

modes into a house/home, or affordable
housing perspective, one could relate them as
follows:
The first mode is self-employed where means
of production are owned and included within
the house. Therefore, the house acts as both
living and working place, and no separation
between working time and space time.
The second mode is wage-earner where the
house is either regarded as a primary place
serving recreational purposes, or as a place
where important spare-time activities are
undertaken.
The third mode is career oriented where ideally
the house reflects the personal progress in order
to reflect position, social status, and past and
recent experiences.
In 1996, Mary Douglas introduced a similar life
style theory. Four different sub-cultures stem
from this theory; these are: competition and
individualism; isolation and avoidance of
social controls; equity and negotiation; and
hierarchical communities (Douglas, 1996).
These sub-cultures relate directly to how
affordable housing environments could be
understood and investigated. Housing typology
in terms of house size, house integration within
the neighborhood and the community, and the
overall house image are important elements
when reflecting this theory on affordable
housing.
Pierre Bourdieu’s theory corresponds with
Douglas’s theory since he introduced in 1984
three key concepts for understanding the
concept of lifestyle; these are: habitus, position,
and distinction (Bourdieu, 1984). Habitus
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refers to past experiences and embedded
preferences as well as socio-behavioral
practices. Position means what agents have
in terms of different kinds of capital and he
means by agents people and institutions.
Distinction involves being distinguished and
being an individual. This understanding can

be linked to affordable housing investigation,
especially when developing mechanisms
of inquiry about what housing environment
people have experienced and what housing
environment people would like to live-in in the
future; inquiry about issues that reflect people
past experiences and social practices and
preferences of the future.

Life Style
Theories
Trans-Disciplinarity: Crossing the Boundaries of Disciplines
French Sociologist

Danish Ethnologist

British Anthropologist

Thomas Hojrup

Mary Douglas

Pierre Bourdieu

Work Based

Attitude Based

Status Based

Three Life Modes

Sub-Cultures Leading
to Different Life Styles

Key Concepts for
Understanding Life Styles

Self
employed

Wage
earner

Competition
Individualism

Isolation
Avoidance

Career
Oriented

Hierarchical
Communities

Changing House Needs/
Spatial Preferences

House Typology/
Integration within Neighborhood

Habitus

Distinction

Position

Past Experiences/
Preferences in Future Houses

Figure 3: Incorporating Trans-disciplinary Thinking and Life Style Theories into a Comprehensive
Investigatory Process of Affordable Housing
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It is apparent that the three theories are based
on different set of interests under different
lifestyles aspects. Therefore, Hojrup’s theory can
be labeled as a work-based theory, Douglas’s
theory can be labeled as attitude based
theory, while Bourdieu’s theory can be labeled
as status based theory. All are conceived to
dramatically influence the understanding
of affordable housing in physical and social
terms. Thus, they should be included in any
inquiry aimed at knowledge production about
affordable housing. Such understanding is
illustrated in Figure (3).
Introducing lifestyle theories can be viewed
as an enabling mechanism for a deeper
investigation of affordable housing in the
context of the Gulf Region. However, two
additional concepts appear to be crucial when
establishing a comprehensive investigatory
process; these are: a) place attachment and
b) home appropriation since they collectively
represent a critical relationship between the
physical characteristics of a housing unit (which
needs to be seen from a “home” perspective),
the degree of satisfaction of the existing home
environment, and the preference of the home
and the overall residential environment of the
future. The question that can be raised at this
point is how lifestyle theories and their underlying
concepts can be utilized in affordable housing
research. The following section provides
the answer in the form of a comprehensive
framework that ultimately leads to designing a
tool of investigation.

Designing and Testing a Tool for
Developing Affordable Housing Projects in
the Context of the Gulf States
In light of the preceding crux of the argument,
the three lifestyle theories, and the discussion of
environmental psychology relevant literature,
a framework for investigating affordable
housing is conceptualized based on the fact
that people current experiences and degree
of satisfaction and people future needs
and preferences should be integrated in a
comprehensive investigatory mechanism. This
is derived from the value of integrating lifestyle
theories in a trans-disciplinary manner. The
framework is structured in four clusters; each of
which seeks out the development of a specific
type of knowledge as illustrated in Figure (4).
The four clusters of the framework can be
outlined as follows:
Cluster (1): addresses personal information
including gender and age.
Cluster (2): aims at developing knowledge
about family that reflects different lifemodes among other issues. It includes issues
that pertain to number of family members,
educational level, work sector, income level,
presence of domestic labor, and number of
cars used by family members.
Cluster (3): investigates issues toward
developing knowledge about current home
that translates key concepts of understanding
lifestyles including issues that pertain to
appropriation and place attachment.
Such issues are translated into a number of
questions that involve home type, ownership
status, space availability, and the degree of
satisfaction.

Archnet-IJAR, International Journal of Architectural Research - Volume 1 - Issue 2 - July 2007

71

ASHRAF M. SALAMA

Navigating Housing Affordability Between Trans-Disciplinarity and Life Style Theories: The Case of the Gulf States

Cluster (4): seeks out the development of
knowledge about future home that reflects
the three life style theories. It includes issues

related to future space needs, position within
the community/neighborhood, and home
typological preferences.

Figure 4: A Framework for Inquiry about Affordable Housing in the Gulf States, Tested in the Context of Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.
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The proposed framework is translated into
a survey tool in the form of a questionnaire,
developed and designed based on the
structure of the framework. In this questionnaire,
questions are categorized in a manner that
follows the sequence of the four clusters. The
questionnaire was developed in Arabic since
the intention is to address the Saudi context,
and therefore it was examined in the same
context. The city of Jeddah was selected
for testing its validity. A large number of
questionnaire sheets were distributed in a real
estate exhibition where many real estate
development companies display their projects;
many of which are affordable housing projects.
It should be noted in this context that sampling
was not of concern since the main aim was
to examine the validity of the framework
and the tool. Also, it should be noted that no
generalizations are drawn in the context of the
whole country, rather it is only limited to the
testing sample. Strikingly, over three hundred
and fifty questionnaire forms were gathered
from potential home buyers.
Several relationships that manifest a transdisciplinary thinking and that establish links
between wide varieties of issues can be
conceptualized based on the responses
received. An example of how more than
one issue of concern to affordable housing
knowledge production can be illustrated by
developing a relationship between income
level and house layout preferences. In terms
of the layout and the overall house type, 27%
of the respondents prefer a corner individual
house (overlooking two streets) and the same
percentage prefer living in a house within a
group of houses that overlooks a public garden.
17% prefer to live in a typical private (individual)

house that has its own boundaries, and only 9%
prefer the duplex house type. Some interesting
results are drawn when linking these figures to
income levels .
Linking house layout preferences to income
levels, the following relationships can be drawn
as follows:
15 respondents out of 64 who prefer individual house
that has separate boundaries have income in the
range of 3001-7000 SR a month.
29 respondents out of 87 who prefer individual corner
house (overlooking two streets) have income in the
range of 7001-10000 SR a month.
10 respondents out of 34 who prefer duplex type
house have income in the range of 10001-15000 SR
a month.
35 respondents out 104 who prefer a house within a
group of houses that overlooks a public garden have
income in the range of 3001-7000 SR a month.

Conclusion
It is clearly evident that a new paradigm of
thinking is emerging where no one theory
or discipline would have the upper hand in
developing a comprehensive understanding
of affordable housing. In the old paradigm, the
value of affordable housing is assumed to be
in the quantifiable attributes of dwellings and
their related cost, while in the new paradigm
affordable housing inquiry can be viewed within
relationships between the process, the product,
and the socio-cultural aspects of the targeted
populations. Simply, the old paradigm views
affordable housing in terms of what it is, rather
than what it does for the local populations and
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the way in which they perceive their current
environment and aspire to environments more
responsive to their social needs and lifestyles.
This
study
aimed
at
developing
a comprehensive innovative approach for
investigating affordable housing in the Gulf
States. Such an approach was based on
introducing a new paradigm of research: transdisciplinarity as a form of inquiry that crosses
the boundaries of different disciplines. An
argument on the impact of trans-disciplinary
thinking on understanding affordable housing
was developed and placed within the
perspective of how lifestyle theories and their
underlying concepts can be incorporated into
a comprehensive investigatory process. In turn,
a framework of inquiry was developed while
reflected on affordable housing knowledge
types.
The proposed framework was conceptualized
and translated into a survey tool which was
then devised in the form of a questionnaire to
be implemented in the context of Saudi Arabia.
The tool was tested in the city of Jeddah since
it was distributed in one of the major real estate
exhibitions. The testing of the questionnaire as
a tool of inquiry reveals its validity, corroborates
the value of integrating different knowledge
types into the investigatory process of
affordable housing, and accentuates the value
of introducing lifestyle theories as a new form
of knowledge necessary for future inquiry on
affordable housing.
It is important to shed light on the fact that
the proposed approach involves a number of
correlations that aim to reach reliable results.
The approach represents a structured method

for investigating affordable housing in the Gulf
States that is based on a critical understanding
of the issues involved. As well, it incorporates
novel ideas where issues derived from different
disciplines are integrated. The importance of
such an approach lies in the value of how
trans-disciplinary thinking in built environment
related realms can be introduced, where the
boundaries of different disciplines are crossed.
In essence, planning and architectural aspects,
social and cultural issues, and cost and financial
issues are all incorporated into one mechanism
toward a comprehensive inquiry on affordable
housing.
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