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Abstract

The past two decades have seen in urban China the gradual dismantling of the welfare housing system, the rise of a private housing market, and more importantly, the normative shift toward treating housing as commodity and investment.  In this context, patterns of residential mobility and housing status have attracted a great volume of academic work.  Whereas the bulk of literature has revealed the growing visibility of individual preferences in determining housing status, researchers also recognize a variety of institutional constraints that shape preferences and choices.  Yet, most studies have stressed only the constraints resulting from the path dependence of the socialist welfare system (e.g. the work unit system, party membership, etc.).  Much less progress has been made to model the ongoing but incomplete process of market building (e.g. redefining the role of government in housing in a market context) as a source of institutional constraints.  This, I argue, is one of the key challenges preventing the Chinese housing literature from further theoretical dialogue with western literature.

This article attempts to address such conceptual and methodological challenge facing China scholars in the study of housing behavior and housing policy.  Using a recently completed research design as an example, I discuss the conceptualization and measurement of institutional constraints in the emerging market economy in the study modeling residents’ housing choices.  In addition to the path dependence of the socialist institutions, I focus my discussion on: 1) institutional constraints due to an imperfect market, such as transaction cost, information asymmetry, limited housing supply (particularly in the segment of low-income housing), 2) government direct intervention, such as its action in promoting affordable housing provision, and 3) government’s indirect intervention, such as regulation and tax and financial policies.  This article advocates an explicit incorporation of an institutional dimension in housing studies in transitional China, and proposes a possible conceptual framework for addressing such methodological challenges.
