
wonderful teaching example for commu- 
nity organization. They exist because a 
group of people came together, organized 
themselves, and secured enough money 
from the state to build housing, as a direct 
benefit to themselves and a legacy to their 
community. 

It is clear that housing problems will 
not disappear as long as 97% of provision 
&left to the market. It is also clear that co- 
operative housing is not a panacea nor 
does it contain more than the seeds to 
transform housing from a commodity to a 
right. In the short-term, however, it offers 
a powerful countervailing force to the 
market, if not in numbers, by example. 
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Women and Housing 
A Research Agenda 

BY GERDA R. WEKERLE 

omen have become the most vulnerable and des- 
perate group in today's housing market due to their 
poverty, their reliance on tight rental markets, 
their responsibility for children, and the discrimi- 

nation against women with children and women of colour. These 
critical problems point to a broad research and policy agenda, 
linking housing to wider social problems, including employment 
and education policies, availability of childcare and levels of 
social assistance, systemic discrimination against women, and 
violence against women and children. 

In this brief article, I focus specifically on five priorities for 
research. Research on women and housing in Canada is frag- 
mentary, often focussing on the situation of one group, such as 
single parents or the elderly, or on local conditions in one 
neighbourhood or city. Women and Housing, by Jan McClain 
and Cassie Doyle, published in 1984, is the only profile of 
women's housing conditions across Canada. While the issues are 

still all too current, the 1976 census data on which the book is 
based, are outdated. Many of the existing studies rely on data 
collected by others - often Statistics Canada, but also planning 
or housing agencies. 

"Women" is not a unitary category, yet data collected by 
housing agencies or the census frequently give us only male- 
female comparisons. The category "women" should be disag- 
gregated to provide more detailed information of the housing 
needs of single parents, elderly women, women of colour and 
aboriginal women. It is also important to have these data dis- 
aggregated by province as women's experiences differ from 
province to province and from rural to urban areas. 

The first priority then is reliable, accurate, consistent national 
data on women's housing, which could serve as a baseline for 
lobbying and policy making at the national and provincial levels. 
Without a national data base, it is hard to argue that certain 
provinces are not doing their share or are providing a living envi- 
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ronment for women that is far below a 
national standard. A regular updating of 
census data along the lines of the analysis 
presented in the McClain and Doyle book 
is necessary. This would focus on women 
as housing consumers, and would empha- 
size the individual rather than the house- 
hold as a unit of study. It would document 
the role that housing plays as one of the 
roots of inequality for women. 

McClain and Doyle argue that we need 
data on women renters, the 
impact of price levels on 
women housing con- 
sumers, the need for hous- 
ing assistance, women's use 
of government programs, 
intra-family distribution of 
income, women as princi- 
pal wage earners in two- 
parent families, and women 
using their homes as a 
workplace. Dataon women 
homeowners, especially 
data on women's access to 
mortgage credit, are 
sketchy. To date, the rec- 
ommendations made by 
McClain and Doyle to 
improve data collection and 
analysis of data on women 

and lack of research skills. 
A well-planned study, with a large 

enough sample to include a range of shel- 
ters in different provinces, in mal and 
urban locations,would be useful to the 
shelter movement and to public policy 
makers trying to deal with the interface 
between violence against women, hous- 
ing and service structures. 

A third priority might be to focus on one 
region where women's housing problems 

about 50 housing projects targeted at 
specific groups of women inneed: women 
coming out of battered women's shelters, 
single parents, elderly women, aboriginal 
women. Many groups are isolated, espe- 
cially those in smaller centres, and new 
groups in the process of developing hous- 
ing projects are not able to tap into an 
existing network of women's housing 
projects. 

A small conference bringing together 
women who have built or 

and housing have not been 
taken up by Statistics Canada. 

The data collected by Statistics Canada 
are seldom analyzed to shed light on 
women's housing experience. The spe- 
cial housing reports published by Statis- 
tics Canada use households and not indi- 
viduals as the unit of analysis, although 
data on the housing situation of individu- 
als are collected by the census. This more 
detailed information is only available as 
special computer runs at a very high cost, 
inaccessible to women's groups and indi- 
viduals. 

Second, violence against women is 
behind much of women's homelessness 
and a contributing factor to women's dif- 
ficulties in finding affordable shelter. 
When I was doing research on women's 
housing projects across the country 
(Women's Housing Projects in Eight 
Canadian Cities, CMHC, 1988) I asked 
staff of battered women's shelters where 
women went after they left the shelter. 
Few shelters had this information; all said 
they would like to do follow-up but are 
hampered by lack of funding, lack of staff 

have been particularly acute for research 
on housing discrimination and sexual ha- 
rassmentin housing. Such research would 
give backup to local women's groups like 
MUMS (Mothers United for Metro Shel- 
ter) in Halifax which raised public con- 
sciousness around this issue. It wouldalso 
provide comparative data, paralleling a 
current study undertaken by the Ontario 
Women's Directorate (see "Sexual Har- 
assment of Women Tenants" in this issue) 
and highlight the common problems faced 
by women across Canada. 

Fourth, the housing plight of aboriginal 
women both on and off the reserve has 
perhaps received the least research atten- 
tion. In the few existing Canadian studies 
on women and housing, aboriginal 
women's experiences are missing, al- 
though we know from reports of social 
agencies that this group is doubly disad- 
vantaged in the housing market. 

Fifth, a project that publicizes women's 
housing activities and successes is criti- 
cal. Over the last ten years, Canadian 
women's organizations have developed 

ltis important thatagen- 
cies within government, such as the 
Advisory Council on the Status of Women, 
lobby other government agencies withre- 
search budgets and a mandate to conduct 
research on housing to fund research on 
women's housing at adequate levels. 
Statistics Canada, for example, should be 
providing housing reports on women's 
housing experience. The agency should 
consult with existing agencies on the status 
of women and with women's groups in 
developing its research methodology. 
Only when we work more collaboratively 
and make our research more encompass- 
ing can we hope to fill the enormous gaps 
in our knowledge of women and housing 
in Canada. 
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