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As an alternative housing approach, self-help housing has been implemented for many years, particularly in developing nations. This study aimed to evaluate the potential of self-help housing as a mitigation strategy for reducing homelessness in South Africa. The focus was on the perception that housing is commonly regarded as a fundamental necessity the government provides, even though beneficiaries ultimately construct their own homes. A qualitative study was conducted using semi-structured interviews with 25 key informants involved in five projects located in the central region of South Africa. The objective was to assess the effectiveness of self-help housing in addressing homelessness, understand beneficiary perceptions, and identify the challenges associated with conventional and non-conventional housing delivery methods. The key findings revealed that while both methods present challenges, beneficiaries preferred self-help housing due to their involvement in the projects, the larger housing units they received, and their overall satisfaction with the outcomes. The study concluded that there is a need to reform self-help housing policies in South Africa to efficiently regulate and support incremental housing initiatives across the country.
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1 Introduction

Housing is a basic human necessity and an indicator of a country’s standard of living and a crucial aspect of life, providing shelter, protection, warmth, and a place to sleep (Daly, 2013; Henilane, 2016). In developing countries like South Africa, the government must offer subsidized housing options, specifically public housing, to the marginalized segments of the population (Williams-Bruinders and de Wit, 2020). Public housing is a system that is usually owned by the government and is generally referred to as government-subsidized housing. In South Africa, public housing is provided through multiple programs governed by the National Housing Code of 2009, including the Integrated Residential Development Programme (IRDP), Upgrading of Informal Settlements Programme (UISP), and Social Rental Housing Programme (SHRP) (Makhaye et al., 2021). This study specifically examined the Reconstruction and Development Program (RDP) for housing, currently referred to as the Breaking New Ground (BNG) housing policy, focusing on the UISP program within this policy.

Since 1994, South Africa has undertaken substantial initiatives to ensure housing for its population, including targeting the consequences of apartheid-induced segregation (Massey and Gunter, 2019). The South African government introduced a strategy that provides accessibility to housing based on income rather than race, employing a capital subsidy approach (Huchzermeyer and Karam, 2016). According to Ndinda et al. (2011), the housing subsidy plan had provided shelter to more than 2.8 million households by 2011. Nevertheless, ongoing obstacles need to be addressed, such as a convoluted and politically influenced procedure, hardships faced by individuals in the “gap market,” and the continued existence of informal settlements (Hoekstra and Marais, 2016). Housing distribution corruption continues to be a substantial problem, negatively impacting the living conditions of the intended recipients (Maluleke et al., 2019). Despite the increase in masonry structures, housing in South Africa continues to be segregated along racial lines, with the majority of informal residents being African and colored (Katumba et al., 2019). Provinces with well-defined plans for dealing with informal settlements have demonstrated greater effectiveness in decreasing their occurrence (Ndinda et al., 2011).

South Africa has enacted various housing laws and programs to tackle its substantial housing difficulties, explicitly targeting low-income communities (Mashwama et al., 2018). The primary objective of the 1994 Housing White Paper was to build residences for urban inhabitants who have faced historical disadvantages (Govender, 2011). Nevertheless, despite the endeavors, the issue of housing persists owing to corruption, substandard buildings, unsuitable locations, and insufficient engagement of stakeholders (Manomano et al., 2016). Integrated Development Planning has been essential for municipalities to improve service delivery. However, the current approach of providing low-income housing is only viable in the short term (Khan and Wallis, 2015). Curiously, certain townships that were established during the Apartheid era have thrived in comparison to projects initiated after the end of Apartheid. The residents of these settlements have utilized their dwellings as valuable resources to enhance their living conditions (Hunter and Posel, 2012). A partnership between the government and the private sector has improved the efficiency of programs. However, the development is impeded by intricate administrative systems and professionalization that restrict chances for low-income people (Fieuw and Mitlin, 2018). Civil society activities have gradually impacted policy, but significant changes remain.

The Breaking New Ground (BNG) program, implemented in 2004, sought to improve South Africa’s housing policy by prioritizing the creation of sustainable human settlements and integrated development (Venter and Marais, 2010a,b; Royston, 2009). BNG aimed to tackle spatial planning, encourage densification, and enhance urban development processes (Royston, 2009). Nevertheless, implementing policies has faced ongoing difficulties, primarily because of a need for more alignment between policy discussions and scholarly research (Venter and Marais, 2010a,b). The intricate nature of the policy has posed challenges in its interpretation, particularly at the municipal level (Swensen, 2020). Detractors contend that a technocratic approach has prioritized the interests of the elite, implying that adopting a political strategy that focuses on alleviating poverty could lead to more favorable outcomes (Pithouse, 2009).

Although BNG aims to include all members of society, participatory methods in housing building frequently marginalize impoverished individuals, particularly in rural regions (Myeni and Mvuyana, 2018). To tackle these problems, academics suggest enhancing community engagement and aiding local organizations to counter the influence of the privileged few and foster creative solutions (Puustinen et al., 2022; Ojo-Aromokudu and Loggia, 2017). Promoting sustainable human settlements through the BNG has faced difficulties due to reconciling policy with practical execution, especially at the municipal tier. This study aimed to assess the viability of self-help housing as a potential solution to alleviate homelessness in South Africa. The objective was to evaluate the efficacy of self-help housing, investigate beneficiaries’ attitudes, and analyze the problems encountered in conventional and non-conventional housing delivery methods. The study’s scope was confined to five self-help housing projects in South Africa’s central region, emphasizing insights from essential informants. The study concluded that while encountering challenges, self-help housing is preferred among beneficiaries because of its participatory characteristics and the provision of bigger-sized housing units. The results underscored the need for nationwide policy reform to enhance regulation and support for self-help housing projects.


1.1 Overview of homelessness in South Africa

According to Sinxadi and Campbell (2020), homelessness in South Africa primarily occurs when individuals aged 55 and over occupy land that is not zoned for residential purposes. Homelessness in South Africa is mainly caused by a severe housing shortage, high unemployment, and urbanization (Centre for Affordable Housing in Africa, 2017). In 2015, there were 200,000 homeless individuals on the streets alone, and tremendous inequality prevailed, with approximately 79% of the population living in poverty in South Africa (Statistics South Africa, 2018a,b). The impact of apartheid regulations on households resulted in the emergence of a previously disadvantaged population in South Africa, mostly of African heritage. Forced removals, uprooting, statutory landlessness, denial of paperwork, and other apartheid government procedures drove this group of people to homelessness at various points in time (Amore et al., 2011; Obioha, 2019). In South Africa, diverse types of migration have significantly influenced the rise of homelessness (Hermans et al, 2020). When family members leave their customary place of residence in a severe situation and relocate to another location, they risk becoming homeless, either temporarily or permanently. Internal movement, primarily from rural to urban areas, is the cause of a large portion of homelessness in South African cities, resulting in urban homelessness (Busch-Geertsema et al., 2016; Smith and Hall, 2018). Low wages have been a serious issue, even in areas where most South African workforce works, leading to family and household insolvency (Tenai and Mbewu, 2020). All the circumstances described above lead to unsustainable living conditions in which households cannot afford “decent” housing (Anita, 2023; Smets and van Lindert, 2016). Like many other countries on the continent and around the world, South Africa is grappling with the issue of social exclusion. This is a situation in which a society is not mutually and equally accommodating to all its members, regardless of their social classification (gender or race). Many South Africans are socially disadvantaged and cannot attain certain advantages (De Beer, 2015). The mentally impaired, for example, are largely excluded from public housing distributions, leaving them homeless indefinitely. Cultural rights to inherit houses and property in some societies restrict specific segments of society, primarily women, widows, and culturally designated “unfit” individuals such as adopted children. In this way, these social groupings are significantly more vulnerable to homelessness than the general population (Baptista and Marlier, 2019; Gouveia, 2020). As a result, this study aimed to suggest that self-help housing can be used as a solution for homelessness and restore the dignity of the homeless in society.



1.2 Conventional housing in South Africa

The fundamental mandate and responsibilities of the Department of Human Settlements (DHS) are derived from Section 26 of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996, Section 3 of the Housing Act of 1997, approved policies, and Chapter 8 of the National Development Plan (NDP) (Mabai and Hove, 2020). This empowers the DHS to establish and support a long-lasting national housing construction procedure in collaboration with provinces and municipalities (Mpya, 2020). The 2019 General Household Survey (GHS) conducted by Statistics South Africa (Stats SA) revealed that approximately 81.9% of households in South Africa resided in formal houses, while 12.7% lived in informal dwellings and 5.1% in traditional dwellings (Mbandlwa, 2021). The country’s entire housing backlog is a staggering 2.6 million units, underscoring the urgent need for action. In 2019, the United Nations Human Settlements Program (UNHCR) planned to deliver 470,000 dwelling units, 300,000 service sites, 30,000 social housing units and improve 1,500 informal settlements in South Africa (Mdluli and Dunga, 2022). However, it only generated 126 proposals for upgrading informal settlements (Thukwana, 2020).

South Africa’s housing policy has experienced substantial transformations, transitioning from small-scale initiatives to expansive “catalytic projects” and megaprojects (Ballard and Rubin, 2017; Ballard and Rubin, 2017). The objective of this policy change is to enhance the provision of housing and establish cohesive communities. Nevertheless, sceptics contend that it may worsen the problem of urban sprawl and be ineffective in attracting economic development (Ballard and Rubin, 2017). The previous housing subsidy program had a minimal effect on reducing poverty because it primarily focused on constructing houses through contractors. These dwellings were frequently low-quality and in unfavorable areas (Bradlow et al., 2011). The government’s strategy disregarded informal settlements and offered minimal assistance for gradual improvement or self-constructed residences (Turok, 2016). In addition, the issue of corruption in the allocation of houses has resulted in a substantial backlog despite the existence of constitutional and legislative measures (Mhlongo et al., 2022). The Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) housing project in South Africa, which aims to tackle the housing shortage and provide shelter to underprivileged communities, encounters substantial obstacles (Leboto-Khetsi, 2022). Despite accommodating millions of people, the initiative has faced criticism for its substandard construction, insufficient services, and low quality (Moolla et al., 2011). Corruption, mismanagement, inadequate housing structures, substandard materials, and unfavorable sites are responsible for the ongoing housing difficulties (Beier, 2023). Urbanization worsens the housing issue and high unemployment rates, and individuals who get benefits choose to rent or sell their homes (Migozzi, 2020). As the government grapples with the efficient execution and administration of housing initiatives (Viljoen, 2024), recipients modify and convert their living areas to overcome constraints (Charlton, 2013). The intricate interplay between inhabitants and their RDP home exposes deficiencies and emotional connections, underscoring the necessity for a comprehensive housing strategy that not only addresses these issues but also prioritizes empowerment and revenue generation, offering a potential for positive change (Amoah et al., 2019; Charlton, 2013).

To tackle these problems, experts recommend promoting development that focuses on the needs of individuals, establishing a system where residents are actively involved, and enhancing the processes for applying and allocating resources (Bradlow et al., 2011; Khowa-Qhoai and Tyali, 2024). Consistent with these guidelines, Human Settlements instructed provincial governments to halt free housing programs promptly and instead implement serviced sites, allowing individuals to construct their own homes (Ntema, 2018). According to Statistics South Africa (2018a,b), in 2018, over 3.9 million (23.3%) South African households lived in RDP/government-subsidized housing, with the Free State, Northern Cape, and Western Cape having the highest number of such households. In the 2016 community survey, one of the questions for households living in RDP houses was to rate the quality of that dwelling (Amoah et al., 2022). The data showed that more than a fifth of households (22%) in the Free State RDP houses considered them poor. It was noted that only 46% of households in RDP/government-subsidized housing assessed them as being of good quality. Only two of the five districts in the Free State classified RDP dwellings as being of good quality based on differences in ratings at the district and municipal levels. The local municipalities of Tokologo and Mantsopa had the highest proportion of households, ranking their homes as poor quality (approximately 23%) (Statistics South Africa, 2018a,b). The primary obstacles faced by RDP buildings are as follows: The issues identified include the limited dimensions of the building, inadequate ventilation within the premises, enhancements made outside the official system due to the small scale, the challenge of affordability for individuals with moderate incomes, insufficient land availability for large-scale housing projects, the misuse of houses by recipients who rent them out, the prevalence of informal landlords who construct makeshift dwellings, and the presence of corruption and disorganization (Roux, 2020; Mbatha, 2019).



1.3 Background on self-help housing in South Africa

Self-help housing became widely used to tackle housing challenges in developing nations in the 1960s–1970s (Venter, 2017). Self-help housing refers to individuals or groups independently building or enhancing their housing, typically in small steps as their financial resources permit (Bredenoord and van Lindert, 2014). Although the approach is commended for its economical nature and ability to empower communities, sceptics raise concerns about whether it genuinely serves all impoverished urban residents and if its appeal is driven by the intention to rationalize decreased government assistance (Turok and Borel-Saladin, 2016). Self-help housing encompasses a range of initiatives, including informal community projects and social companies that offer skills training (Rhodes and Mullins, 2009). In Indonesia, low-income urban villages are frequently linked to legality issues and the possibility of being demolished (Reerink, 2011). Despite its limited size, self-help housing is considered a promising remedy for housing shortages, especially in the context of reduced governmental expenditure (Mullins, 2010). Nevertheless, achieving successful implementation necessitates the acquisition of properties, funds, volunteers, and residents (Rhodes and Mullins, 2009).

The benefits of self-help housing include:

• Community members gain skills through day-to-day building activities while assisting their neighbors in constructing their homes.

• Community members are empowered, and their self-satisfaction with what they have built is boosted.

• The community benefits because members are subcontractors who acquire supplies and insurance.

Gumbo and Onatu (2015) categorized self-help housing into three primary perspectives: supportive, structuralist, and market-oriented methods. Scientific research confirms that urban residents living in poverty can enhance the quality and size of their dwellings with the support and adaptability offered by relevant stakeholders (Bredenoord and Hurtado, 2022). Incremental housing development enables the urban underprivileged to autonomously determine when and how to extend their homes while giving them control over their finances and the choice of construction methods and materials (Arroyo, 2013). Consequently, compared to government-provided housing, people express higher satisfaction with their housing options (Van Noorloos et al., 2020; Klaufus, 2010). The structural viewpoint examines the dominance and exploitation of people with low incomes by political and economic elites, who aim to maintain their authority by exploiting people with low incomes through self-help housing schemes (Baquero, 2013).

Instead of seeking sustainable solutions to alleviate poverty and break the cycle of dependency, these initiatives are employed as a means of exerting control. From a market-oriented standpoint, the participation of the private sector in providing low-income housing complements the government’s efforts to deliver acceptable housing despite limited resources. Governments help reduce housing prices by facilitating access to land for self-construction by the less privileged and by enabling the private sector to offer additional services (Gumbo and Onatu, 2015). Governments allocate responsibilities to various stakeholders to enhance housing affordability for low-income individuals and prioritize providing sites and services, essential homes, low-cost financing, subsidies, and affordable building technologies (Dhlamini, 2018). However, it is worth mentioning that self-help housing projects, specifically through the Enhanced People’s Housing Program (EPHP), formerly known as the People’s Housing Process (PHP), are significant in the South African setting (Brown-Luthango, 2019). Typically, they adhere to structuralist principles. The EPHP program receives a government-funded subsidy that covers individuals involved in the higher-level organization but does not cover the expenses for internal engineering services at the local level. Additional sources of money are necessary to finance these services (Cirolia et al., 2016).



1.4 Significance of the research on social inclusion in cities

The reported study addresses social inclusion in cities by advocating for self-help housing as a participatory strategy that enables communities, particularly in resource-constrained areas, to meet their housing needs independently. This approach fosters a sense of ownership and fulfillment, critical components of social inclusion, by involving beneficiaries in constructing their own homes. The emphasis on traditional and unconventional housing approaches highlights the importance of policies catering to different communities’ diverse needs, ensuring that marginalized groups are not excluded. This aligns with the broader goal of developing urban infrastructures that are inclusive, resilient, and adaptable.

Furthermore, the study addresses critical issues such as homelessness, limited resources, access, equity, and fairness in pursuing sustainable housing. Its interdisciplinary approach, incorporating insights from innovative building technologies, social inclusivity, and resilience, offers valuable perspectives on how cities can evolve better to serve their inhabitants, particularly the most disadvantaged. The research contributes to the ongoing conversation about creating more sustainable and socially inclusive urban environments by advocating for policy reform and integrating self-help housing into broader urban planning initiatives.




2 Research method

This study employed a qualitative research method, concentrating on the perspectives and experiences of diverse stakeholders engaged in self-help housing projects. The method was designed to explore the effectiveness and challenges of self-help housing as a strategy to mitigate homelessness in the central region of South Africa.


2.1 Research design

A qualitative research design was selected to examine participants’ experiences and perspectives comprehensively. The research employed semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions as the primary data collection techniques. Semi-structured interviews facilitated adaptable responses while concentrating on essential research enquiries, while focus groups encouraged dynamic discussions among participants from diverse cultures.



2.2 Recruitment process

The study’s participants were recruited from professionals in the Housing Development Agency, provincial authorities in the Free State and Northern Cape, and department heads of human settlements in the respective provinces. Furthermore, participants from five self-help housing initiatives were solicited to engage in focus group discussions. The recruitment process employed a deliberate selection strategy, focussing on individuals involved in various housing delivery methods, including government-assisted housing recipients, unregulated self-help housing participants, and those engaged in self-help housing initiatives within larger housing projects.



2.3 Data collection

The primary data collection methods included five focus groups (10 participants in each group) and 25 semi-structured interviews. Focus group discussions were held across five locations: Ladybrand, Jacobsdal, Luckhoff, and Koffiefontein, each consisting of at most 10 participants. This limit was set to avoid overwhelming the discussions and prevent unnecessary idea repetition. Participants in the focus groups were selected from households based on their involvement in housing initiatives. The interviews with professionals and authorities in the housing sector provided diverse perspectives on self-help housing. These interviews were conducted based on data saturation, where no new themes or insights emerged from additional interviews, ensuring sufficient interviews were conducted to explore the research questions thoroughly. The projects examined in the study were delivered through various methods, including the site and services program, subsidization, and upgrade initiatives.



2.4 Ethical consideration

The study received ethical approval from the Nelson Mandela University ethics committee. All participants provided written informed consent before participating in the interviews and focus group discussions. The research adhered to ethical guidelines to protect participants’ rights and confidentiality.



2.5 Data analysis

The data collected through the semi-structured interviews and focus groups were transcribed and evaluated by thematic analysis. This method facilitated the recognition of recurring themes and patterns among the various participant groups. The data were encoded and classified to emphasize critical findings concerning the obstacles, advantages, and views of self-help housing. This method guaranteed a thorough comprehension of the diverse elements affecting housing provision and recipient contentment.




3 Results

Researching the potential of self-help housing to lessen homelessness was the driving force for this project. The information presented here is derived from the focus groups discussions (FGDs) and semi-structured in person interviews detailed in section 3. Responses for the bar charts (Figures 1–3) are obtained from semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs). The study comprised 75 respondents, 25 participants from semi-structured interviews and 50 individuals from focus group talks. Focus groups were held at five sites containing 10 members, totaling 50 participants. The aggregate number of participants from the interviews and focus group sessions was 75.
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FIGURE 1
 Examples of self-help housing in the field.
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FIGURE 2
 Benefits of the self-help housing model.
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FIGURE 3
 Challenges with community participation (CP).



3.1 Perceptions of self-help housing

Figure 4 shows that the main problem with the self-help housing model, as stated by every interviewee, is that the government needs the means to carry out self-help housing initiatives, whether supported by community-led programs or the EPHP policy. Also, compared to housing projects driven by contractors, 22 out of 25 participants found that self-help housing takes more time. Respondent DO1 stated that:

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 Major challenges of the self-help housing model.




“The Free State is faced with a high housing backlog. In 2020 we were still building 2010 housing units.”

 

The main reason is that training beneficiaries in basic construction skills for self-help housing projects takes much time, and beneficiaries generally need to gain construction skills. Some respondents mentioned that beneficiaries could be elderly or have various disabilities, which could cause project delays due to the difficulty in finding alternative builders to assist them.

Monitoring beneficiaries who provide physical workmanship during self-help housing projects by craftsmen and technologists is essential but time-consuming. Figure 1 displays the various types of self-help housing observed throughout the field survey.

Moreover, survey participants indicated that contractors driven by financial incentives typically demonstrate high levels of efficiency. However, in self-help housing initiatives, beneficiaries can express their preferences. Interviewees from the semi structured interviews stated:



“Government is reluctant to fund self-help projects. Perceptions of people need to change. The expectation that government has to give them a house needs to change. At least 20% of people living in informal settlement could build their own houses if they knew how to save. Beneficiaries of public housing lack education of other housing delivery strategies” (Respondent GM3).

 

Thirteen out of twenty-five participants concurred that self-help housing projects offer flexibility in house design, allowing recipients to customize their homes according to their tastes. The housing units have increased in size due to reductions in labor and material costs resulting from budget cuts. This is primarily due to using recycled building materials in most self-help housing projects. Figure 2 provides some examples of the advantages of self-help housing.



3.2 How the subsidized housing model is seen by beneficiaries

Most participants still need to receive contractor-driven, subsidized public and government housing. First, those who participated in the survey said the current method of adding names to a waiting list for recipients could have been more efficient. It takes people over a decade to get a house, and even then, once the housing projects are launched, they often need to get their dwellings on time. Therefore, the waiting list was considered to have no value and function. In addition, many felt too many political undertones to the housing waiting list. They referred to the idea that one needs connections to have their name taken into consideration when house allocations are made. A respondent from the FGDs stated:



“Government officials tend to push numbers instead of following the actual procedures as per the policy guidelines” (Respondent TP2).

 

Beneficiaries are compelled to utilize self-help housing due to this problem. As seen in Figure 3, participants have admitted to constructing makeshift homes in their backyards or shacks while saving for more permanent structures. The high unemployment rates, however, make it such that recipients need almost a year to purchase construction supplies. According to participants in Ladybrand, only young people get accommodation; the elderly, who have been on the waiting list for more than 7 years, do not acquire housing. While waiting for public housing, beneficiaries have said that the government does not assist them when building their homes. Because there is a long wait for BNG housing in Jacobsdal, beneficiaries have resorted to constructing and renting backyard shelters.



3.3 Community participation

Community participation is a crucial element in all housing delivery schemes (Aule et al, 2019). The study participants stated that there are various approaches by which the community participates in housing initiatives. Beneficiaries can contribute to a project by actively participating in physical labor, such as providing materials like bricks and mortar. Nevertheless, it is crucial to acknowledge that their participation in decision-making processes may be optional or assured. Through collaborative activities with community organizations such as FEDUP, community members can contribute financially using savings programs based on group participation. These savings plans are financial vehicles in which participants contribute funds and save together to fulfil their mutual housing needs. Furthermore, community members might employ these savings to acquire building materials.

Inviting community people to all stakeholder meetings is crucial as it allows them to express their viewpoints on housing needs. Community involvement in improving informal settlements is supported by establishing community forums and gatherings and distributing announcements inviting community members to participate in housing project meetings. However, participants recognized that community gatherings follow a hierarchical framework in numerous projects, where local authorities only share information with project beneficiaries without considering their participation or contributions. In addition, the participants stated that community engagement should be regarded as using community liaison officers, who are specifically assigned to join project teams and advocate for the community’s interests. It is advisable to use social facilitation to encourage engagement with community members in the context of housing projects. The policies are too focused on the technical aspects, and they tend to neglect the social aspects. Respondent CE1 stated:



“In order to improve self-help housing policies, there needs to be more interaction with communities so that beneficiaries can fully understand the various housing programs, thus allowing them to make well-educated decisions based on their housing needs. We need to move away from dictating what beneficiaries need in terms of housing.”

 

As depicted in Figure 3, the primary issue with community engagement is that it is merely theoretical and needs to be translated into actual practice. In addition, 21 respondents reported that beneficiaries need to learn about their expected role in community participation for housing projects, resulting in their frequent absence from community engagement sessions. Furthermore, based on the accounts of 15 interviewees, community involvement often results in discord among municipal authorities, councilors, and traditional authorities. Non-attendance of beneficiaries at community meetings results in project delays and increased conflicts, as these beneficiaries may protest if they are not consulted. Nineteen interviewers have identified another challenge: people requesting work from the local government despite needing more requisite skills.

Enhancing community engagement is the key to resolving these difficulties. As per the respondents, elected community leaders should encourage community involvement in initiatives by demonstrating transparency. However, the community should select these leaders rather than the municipality.




4 Discussion

This study’s findings offer significant insights into the challenges and benefits of self-help housing to alleviate homelessness in South Africa. Analysis of data obtained from semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions has revealed numerous critical themes that enhance our comprehension of how self-help housing functions within the larger framework of housing delivery in South Africa.


4.1 Challenges of self-help housing

Studies demonstrate that self-help housing has emerged as a crucial approach for delivering cheap housing in developing nations, yet its execution encounters obstacles (Bondinuba et al., 2020; Sithole, 2015). Since the 1970s, international organizations have advocated for self-help strategies (Bredenoord and van Lindert, 2014), although government participation in these initiatives needs to be more adequate and effective. Participants identified the absence of governmental backing for self-help housing programs as a significant issue. The respondents regularly indicated that the government cannot effectively execute these projects, whether community-driven or backed by initiatives like the Enhanced People’s Housing Process (EPHP). This conclusion corroborates previous research indicating that housing regulations in developing nations frequently encounter implementation difficulties, especially at the local level (Venter and Marais, 2010a,b; Swensen, 2020). The intricacy of these policies has led to delays and anomalies in housing provision.

In Indonesia, local government assistance to enhance the quality of self-help housing must be more effective (Vitriana, 2023). Traditional government housing initiatives must be more adequate in addressing the requirements of the urban impoverished (Tunas and Darmoyono, 2014). The findings indicate that self-help housing could address housing shortages. Still, its effectiveness relies on suitable government support and implementation techniques harmonizing governmental involvement with community engagement and private sector participation.

A notable issue that emerged was the time-consuming nature of self-help housing projects. Participants noted that training beneficiaries in basic construction skills slowed the process because many needed prior construction experience. Similar findings have been reported in other contexts, where a lack of technical skills among beneficiaries has been identified as a critical barrier to the success of self-help housing initiatives (Da Mata, 2023; Moore et al., 2013). Moreover, older people and individuals with disabilities were often unable to participate fully, further contributing to delays (Ward, 2022). This highlights the need for more inclusive strategies for vulnerable groups within self-help housing schemes.



4.2 Benefits of self-help housing

Despite the challenges, many respondents expressed a preference for self-help housing due to its empowering nature. Thirteen of the twenty-five interviewees valued the ability to customize their homes according to their preferences. This finding is in line with the research of Soto (2013) and Turner and Fichter (1972), who argue that self-help housing empowers individuals by giving them control over the design and construction of their homes. Additionally, the use of recycled building materials allowed beneficiaries to build larger homes at a reduced cost, which was seen as a significant advantage.



4.3 Perceptions of subsidized housing

In contrast, participants viewed contractor-driven, subsidized housing less favorably. The inefficiency of the waiting list system, political interference, and long delays in housing allocation were significant points of dissatisfaction (Tissington et al., 2013). This is consistent with global critiques of top-down housing delivery models, where bureaucratic inefficiencies and a lack of transparency often result in poor outcomes for beneficiaries (Pithouse, 2009; Kaiser, 2020). Participants in this study described how some had resorted to building informal backyard structures while waiting for formal housing, a phenomenon noted in other studies of housing insecurity in developing nations (Gilbert, 2014).



4.4 Community participation

Community participation emerged as a critical issue in housing delivery. While respondents acknowledged the potential of community involvement, they also pointed out several challenges, including the hierarchical nature of community meetings and the need for meaningful engagement with beneficiaries. This mirrors findings from previous research, which has shown that community participation is often superficial, with local authorities controlling decision-making processes without genuinely incorporating residents’ views (Puustinen et al., 2022; Venter and Marais, 2010a,b). Enhancing community engagement through social facilitation and empowering community liaison officers were suggested to address these issues.

The study’s findings reinforce the need for policy reforms to better support self-help housing initiatives in South Africa. While self-help housing offers significant flexibility and cost reduction benefits, the challenges related to skills training, government support, and inclusion of vulnerable groups must be addressed to enhance the effectiveness of these projects. Furthermore, improving community participation through more inclusive and transparent processes is essential for overcoming the current barriers to successful housing delivery. By addressing these issues, self-help housing can become a more viable solution for reducing homelessness and improving housing outcomes in South Africa.



4.5 Limitations

The study could not do prolonged follow-up with participants due to time constraints. Longitudinal studies may yield a more profound comprehension of the enduring outcomes and problems associated with self-help housing initiatives, especially regarding sustainability and community engagement. The research was carried out in the central region of South Africa, concentrating on five designated locations. Although this facilitated a comprehensive examination of local dynamics, the results may not apply to other places with varying socio-economic, political, and environmental conditions. Subsequent studies should encompass a more comprehensive geographical range to improve the representativeness of the results.




5 Concluding remarks

The results of this study suggest that while self-help housing presents several challenges, it offers a viable approach to alleviating homelessness, particularly as a temporary solution for individuals awaiting their subsidized housing units. Whether through backyard cottages, informal settlements, or formal dwellings, individuals who transition from homelessness to self-constructed housing, whether with or without government assistance, report a significant sense of pride and empowerment. The findings highlight the need to reevaluate and strengthen the Enhanced People’s Housing Process (EPHP) policy, which supports self-help housing initiatives, better align it with the realities on the ground. These initiatives can become more effective and sustainable by enhancing community engagement and equipping recipients with essential skills.

The study also reveals key constraints that hindered the investigation, including the need to access project sites on the periphery of Bloemfontein and the challenge of finding interpreters. The COVID-19 pandemic further complicated access to critical participants, particularly for focus group discussions, and it took much work to identify volunteers who had taken part in self-help housing due to a limited understanding of the concept. These obstacles point to a critical need to refine the implementation strategies for self-help housing in South Africa, enabling broader and more effective participation in incremental housing projects nationwide.


5.1 Implications for further study

This study opens several avenues for future research. Further studies could explore the long-term outcomes of self-help housing, mainly focusing on how recipients’ living conditions evolve and the sustainability of these housing solutions. Additionally, comparative studies across different regions of South Africa are needed to assess how contextual factors influence the success of self-help housing. Quantitative research could also complement the findings by providing statistical evidence on the effectiveness and scalability of these initiatives.



5.2 Theoretical and practical contributions

Theoretically, this study contributes to the growing body of literature on alternative housing solutions, particularly within the context of developing nations. It adds to the discourse on housing policy, community engagement, and the role of self-help housing in mitigating homelessness. Practically, the study offers critical insights for policymakers and housing practitioners, suggesting the need for a more inclusive, participatory approach to housing delivery. Enhancing community engagement and addressing the identified challenges, such as needing more construction skills among beneficiaries, could lead to more efficient, flexible, and sustainable housing models. Ultimately, the findings advocate revising self-help housing policies to foster greater community involvement and more tailored support for beneficiaries, particularly vulnerable groups.

By addressing these theoretical and practical aspects, the study contributes to the academic discourse on housing. It offers actionable recommendations for improving the effectiveness of self-help housing in South Africa.
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