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Abstract: With the increasing concentration of population and economic activities in metropolitan
regions, dwelling shortages and housing quality have become critical issues in urban management.
Town plans considering social, economic, political, and cultural features of local communities have
been developed with the aim of supporting housing, especially in emerging economies. In Iran, the
‘Mehr Housing’ Plan has been considered as one of the most relevant strategies for social housing since
the 2000s. However, the acceptance of ‘Mehr Housing’ plans at the community scale has been rather
low, reflecting the fact that it is a top-down, non-participatory policy. The present study investigates
the most important factors affecting social acceptance of ‘Mehr Housing’ plans by interviewing 45
experts through a structured questionnaire that evaluated multiple analyses’ dimensions of housing
and urban planning in Iran. Results showed that six dimensions (physical, institutional-managerial,
economic, socio-cultural, legal, and locational) had contributed to social dissatisfaction with ‘Mehr
Housing’ local initiatives. In particular, socio-cultural and legal dimensions were demonstrated to
have a large impact on local communities’ dissatisfaction.

Keywords: satisfaction; social housing; Mehr housing plans; Iran

1. Introduction

Housing has been one of the most important human needs throughout history. Since the adoption
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, the right to adequate housing has been regarded
as one of the essential components of people’s standards of living. Since then, governments have laid
down specific provisions and established ministries or departments that have formulated policies,
regulations, programs, and special projects that allocate funds to public housing [1–3]. Nevertheless,
housing is still one of the most acute problems in emerging countries because of internal (and
international) migration, poverty, shortages of building land, weak infrastructure planning, and
accelerated urbanization [1]. Social housing is a form of housing tenure in which the property is usually
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owned by a government authority, which may be central or local [4,5]. It is often considered a potential
remedy to housing inequality. Having the final objective of providing affordable housing, this kind of
public housing can be managed by the state, non-profit organizations, or a combination of the two
agencies [6]. Provision of social housing depends on institutional, political, cultural, and socioeconomic
characteristics of each state, being more-or-less finely tuned with housing needs and also taking
account of social deprivation within local communities [7]. It is distinct from private housing—a form
of housing tenure in which the property is owned by a private developer or non-profit organizations
with no direct connection to the state [8]. Public housing has been intrinsically characterized by a
terminology, definitions of poverty, technical (bureaucratic) procedures, and other criteria for allocation
that vary significantly between different socioeconomic contexts across the world [9].

The Industrial Revolution of the 19th Century led to dramatic population growth, especially in
large cities, and spawned the construction of modern social housing. At the beginning of the last
century, the United Kingdom was the forerunner of policies and public interventions in housing;
the UK government initially financed and developed projects in London and subsequently did so
over the whole country [10]. Public housing projects were implemented in some other European
countries and the United States from the 1930s onwards, and became widespread after World War
II [11]. While increasingly providing a variety of settings and formats, most traditional public housing
projects in advanced countries have consisted of one or more blocks of low-rise and/or high-rise
apartment buildings, with standardized designs, community spaces and, sometimes, poor standards
of construction [7]. More recently, mismanagement at the local level, a lowering of standards for
occupancy, technical problems, complicated procedures for allocation, bureaucracy, and diminished
political support have become recurrent issues facing social housing in advanced economies [3,4,8].

Being priced well below the market rate, public housing allowed people to live in more convenient
locations rather than move away from the city in search of lower rents. This has indirectly prevented
homeownership and often reduced social mobility [7]. At the same time, social housing projects
have been seen to greatly increase concentrated poverty in local communities, leading to several
negative externalities such a high rates of crime and drug use, and educational under-performance,
particularly in compact, dense urban areas [9,10]. In many cities, public housing has been found
to spawn neighborhood social problems because it concentrates welfare-dependent, single-parent
families, non-workers, and, on occasion, criminals [11].

Within such a context, transition and emerging economies have been witnessing accelerated
urbanization, thereby consolidating their current huge housing deficits [12]. While high costs, low
quality of materials, and inadequate construction knowledge prevented low-income households from
building homes that are safe and meet sufficient engineering standards, developers fear losing profit by
trying to serve a low-margin and high-volume volatile market with quality products and services [13].
Access to finance and a focus on bringing affordable (and where possible environmentally-friendly)
housing products and services to the poor have become with priorities for social housing policies in
emerging economies, along with promoting a steady local supply of housing products to meet the
even increasing demand [14]. Private-public partnerships should be encouraged simultaneously with
strategies to avoid the most frequent critical issues and misunderstandings typical of social housing
policies in advanced economies [15].

However, bureaucracy, corruption, low compliance to standards, architectural design homologation,
poor infrastructure, and concentration of poverty and social deprivation frequently characterize public
housing initiatives in emerging countries [7]. Most of these initiatives have been implemented by a
centralized governance regime using top-down schemes, and are characterized by poor negotiation
with local planners and insufficient participation of local communities in final decision making [16].
‘Hard’ planning dimensions (e.g., economic and finance issues, locational, engineering and legal
aspects) are fundamental to such social housing initiatives. Although individual experiences of public
housing vary significantly with their socioeconomic, political, and cultural contexts, top-down housing
policies in emerging economies seem to reproduce (or even anticipate) some of the critical issues typical
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of social housing in developed countries [17–19]. Rethinking social housing in emerging economies to
achieve truly cooperative and participative practices is a possible solution to such issues, evidence
indicates the role of ‘soft’ planning dimensions (e.g. socio-cultural aspects, urban/architectural design,
managerial issues) as being important alongside the frequently considered ‘hard’ dimensions [20].

As one of the most dynamic economies emerging in the world, Iran is facing an increasingly
severe housing shortage. Due to the rapid growth of the urban population and the drastic changes
in the structures of towns and cities in recent decades [21], a nationwide housing shortage, which
is also associated with low quality housing, is an important socioeconomic issue in Iran. Providing
affordable housing for low-income groups is regarded as a pivotal task of any policy or strategy due to
the severity of housing conditions in many urban areas because of high household densities, restricted
housing availability, and rapid growth in housing costs [22]. In the past three decades, strategic policies
have been proposed to address the issue of housing shortages, especially housing for lower income
populations. Despite the partial success of such initiatives, housing policies in Iran have not been able
to address the housing shortages adequately [23].

With the housing price jump in 2006–2007, the government introduced a strategic national plan,
the so-called ‘Mehr Housing’. While envisioning a socialist view aimed at providing residential units
for all households, this plan has regulated land prices, as this is considered to be the most relevant
dimension affecting housing supply [24]. Assuming that temporary increases in dwelling market
values—such as those observed in 2006–2007 in Iran—were associated with land value volatility [25],
the Mehr Housing Plan was specifically designed with the aim of improving the access of low-income
populations to Mehr housing, thereby neutralizing the effects of land prices [21]. Additional measures
facilitating access of low-income households to housing included loan provision at reduced rates, a
huge reduction in the cost of building permits, and subsidies for the costs of construction, i.e., preparing
land, infrastructure, and materials [22].

With the completion of the Mehr Housing Plan, weaknesses, strengths, advantages, and
shortcomings have been assessed [1]. Studies with positive evaluations of the plan have outlined some
of the benefits, including more effective urban land reform, economic growth, increased employment
levels, control of the general levels of land and housing prices, increased housing availability, improved
household density in residential units, improved construction quality, and promotion of social
justice [2,21]. This is in line with evidence from some European cities, especially in the Northern
Mediterranean region and in Eastern European countries [12,13,26–32]. Shortcomings of the plan have
included a weak policy approach to the conservation of the pristine structure of cities, promoting
new dwellings outside the statutory city limits, and increased building costs [33]. Other issues have
included a failure to target low-income households (because target groups have not been clearly
identified), inappropriate locations, supply issues, lack of support infrastructure, and dissatisfaction of
applicants with various social, economic, legal, and physical aspects of the plan [34–36]. Problems
have also arisen because of a shortfall in financial resources for the plan, its negative effects on micro-
and macro-economic factors across the country (i.e., increased liquidity and inflation), an increasingly
imbalanced private housing market, and inadequate consideration of climatic and socio-cultural
background of the country’s different regions [37–39].

Despite the fact that the number of applications has been relatively low in some parts of the country,
the Mehr Housing Plan has been a core issue in the national debate on urban development [40–42].
Although there are conflicting statistics on the number of empty houses built under Mehr planning,
official sources state that nearly 100,000–150,000 dwellings were not assigned because nobody applied
for them. The low appeal of these dwelling units in local communities—and especially to low-income
populations—depends on multiple factors that require a detailed investigation. In this regard, the Mehr
initiative represents a particularly emblematic social policy in an emerging economy for eligible people,
financial resources, and the intrinsically complex operational characteristics. Based on a top-down
strategy, the Mehr housing initiative was based on general rules and guidelines that emanated from
the central authority and was directed to various intermediate levels, and only theoretically assuring
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compliance with the specific demands of regional and local communities [43]. Considering the
articulated design that tried to integrate top-down policies and bottom-up negotiations/interactions,
the present study attempts to identify the most important reasons for the ineffectiveness of the Mehr
Housing Plan in Iran. This is based on a survey aimed at collecting specific information on beliefs
and perceptions of the final stakeholders involved in the project’s implementation. The results of this
study provide direct and indirect evidence of strengths and weaknesses of social housing plans in
emerging countries, outlining the role of top-down policies and the increasing importance of local
contexts, cultural assets, architectural design, and environmental issues. Though initially regarded as
‘soft’ dimensions of dissatisfaction in public housing initiatives when compared with ‘hard’ dimensions
such as costs, bureaucracy, engineering standards, and physical infrastructures, these issues require
an increased amount of attention in urban policy-making and planning that is oriented toward truly
sustainable and affordable housing.

1.1. Low-Income Housing Policies in Iran

Over the last few decades, the Iranian government has tried to deal with low-income housing in a
mostly centralized way, using with a strategy based on two distinctive approaches: (i) operational
measures supporting land provision to specific categories of stakeholders (e.g., individuals or housing
cooperatives) under fixed prices, generally using regional-based criteria; and (ii) housing initiatives
with specific focus on tenure (e.g., balancing property and rent), especially through hire purchase [44].
The expected performance of these two approaches was to build more than one million dwelling units
on land allocated to individuals, cooperatives and constructors. However, a rapid increase of land
prices in suburban locations has restricted the effectiveness of these interventions. Overall, about
120,000 dwelling units were released, consolidating a gap between the observed and the expected
performances of housing policies in the country [45]. More specifically, social housing has been a
major issue for central government in Iran since the Islamic Revolution, and various policies have been
introduced to this end. Specific measures included state land allotment, hire purchase, and support to
large constructors and low-income classes [46].

1.2. Mehr Housing Program

The Mehr Housing Plan, established on behalf of the Ministry of Roads and Urban Development,
was a new policy strategy aimed at providing housing for low-income populations [1]. Based on
land acquisition rights for small housing units with an average area of 75 m2, the plan aimed to
reduce the impact of land costs, and to fit with the limited financial capacity of low-income and
middle-income households [43]. According to this plan, all applicants who did not own dwellings
(including government employees, people employed by private businesses, and the self-employed)
organized themselves into housing cooperatives following the guidelines provided by specific technical
offices operating in each city and province. These cooperatives presented specific projects to the
Housing and Urban Ministry [2]. In response, the government offered loans of US$1000 in two tranches
(the first tranche of US$100 to cover land preparation, and the remaining amount covering part of
construction activities). After delivery of the housing units, the loan was repaid over a 15-year time
horizon based on a given financial plan [44].

Since 2005, a recession in the housing market has forced the government to decrease mortgage
rates with the aim of stimulating house demand. This policy influenced consumer prices in the
country, and has led subsequently to an increase in house prices. Based on these new conditions, the
government’s policy shifted from demand promotion (via increased purchasing) to indirect support
of building construction [33]. Specific measures under the Mehr Housing Plan were introduced in
2007 with the aim of providing adequate housing for low-income groups [34]. To achieve this goal,
various strategies—including free allocation of public land and the containment of land prices from
the cost of residential units—were proposed [35]. From the beginning of 2007 to February 2013, more
than 388,538 Mehr Housing projects were implemented and nearly two million residential units were
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constructed [36]. Moreover, Mehr Housing projects promoted construction in 1135 towns and 18 new
cities across the country. Cities within the Mehr Housing project were classified into three major
groups based on population size (>25,000 residents, <25,000 residents, and completely new towns).
The distribution of Mehr units in these three groups was 48 per cent in cities with >25,000 inhabitants,
49 per cent in cities with <25,000 inhabitants, and 3 per cent in completely new cities [45]. The largest
land plots under Mehr Housing projects had average areas between 100 and 200 m2 (44 per cent of all
projects), and 29 per cent has areas between 200 and 300 m2. Only 12 per cent of total projects were
developed on plots >700 m2, and 5 per cent of projects had plots <100 m2. The majority of small-scale
plots were self-owned construction projects [46].

Analysis of the socioeconomic profile of Mehr Housing applicants (Table 1) illustrates a high rate
of participation of young families with the head of the household <34 years (64%). Female applicants
(mostly self-employees <35 years) amounted for 14% of total applications. With the implementation
of the Mehr Housing Plan, some new eligibility conditions were considered, including handicapped
people, people receiving prizes or medals from the state because of their work, military service, or
sporting accomplishments, and individuals covered by sponsoring institutions. Marital status was a
non-compulsory requisite for these groups. The per cent share of married applicants was 89% of the
total number of successful applicants: there were nearly 127,000 successful ‘single’ status applicants.
Education level was recorded for 71% of the total applicants, and only 15% the surveyed applicants had
a secondary school certificate. Civil servants were the largest working group within Mehr Housing (26
percent of applicants). Self-employees and those employed in the private sector were 23% and 22% of
total applicants, respectively. The average income of applicants was US$210 per month. Applicants
earning < US$200 per month accounted for 58% of total applicants, while about 8% of applicants
declared an income between US$200 and US$400 per month.

Table 1. Socioeconomic profile of applicants to the Mehr Housing Plan in Iran.

Percentage Group Percentage Group

14 Illiterate

Education

33 Under 25 years old

Age

52 Primary/Sec.
school 31 Between 25 and 34 years old

5 Bachelor and
Upper 17 35 to 44 years old

29 Unknown 9 45 to 54 years old

87 Household head Dependency
Burden
Status

2 55 to 64 years old
10 Self-head 6 Upper 65 years old

3 Unknown 86 Male
Gender

89 Married
Marital Status

14 Female

11 Single 22 Worker

Occupation

58 Less than US$200
26

Employee (Retirees,
Pensioners)8 US$200–400

3 US$400–800 23 Self-employed

7 >US$800 29 Unknown

24 IAN

Source: Mehr Housing Registration and Delegation System; Report of Mehr Housing, Documentation and
Evaluation, 2014.

2. Methodology

The present study introduces a descriptive and exploratory approach using literature review and
primary data collected through a field survey. This survey was based on a questionnaire registering
basic aspects of the research derived from a literature review that identified 33 items organized in
six thematic dimensions (i.e., physical, economic, socio-cultural, institutional-managerial, legal, and
locational) contributing to the overall dissatisfaction with Mehr Housing initiatives. Each item reflects
a particular aspect of social housing (Table 2). The questionnaire recorded the level of agreement
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(ranging from very low to very high using a 5-step Likert scale) with each item. A total of 50 experts
(technicians) operating continuously in Mehr Housing projects, were asked to participate in the study;
45 completed the questionnaire. The socioeconomic profile of respondents is illustrated in Table 3.
This sample was representative of the different regions of the country where Mehr initiatives had been
carried out. Structural equation modeling, a statistical technique that combines the measurement model
(confirmatory and analytical) and regression (or path analysis) with simultaneous statistical testing,
was used to explore field results [47]. This analysis was aimed at rejecting hypothetical structures (i.e.,
models) or reconcile them with survey data [48,49]. Data analysis was carried out using SMART-PLS
software providing structural equation models with several variables including direct, indirect, and
interactive effects.

Table 2. Issues of dissatisfaction with the Mehr Housing Plan in Iran and the related literature sources.

Indicator Literature
Source

Impossibility of changing dwelling structure 33
Aesthetic homologation 33,50,60
Not paying attention to microclimate issues in housing design 40,59
Not using the native architectural features 34,35,51
Lack of infrastructural services 1,2,33,36,52
Lack of internal solidity of residential buildings against accidents 35,37,52,53
Non-compliance with engineering/system national standards 1,36,52,54
Lack of shared space in buildings, especially yards 46,54
Disproportionate balance of income of applicants with housing prices 33,37,53,55
Lack of adequate resources and credits for banks and financial institutions operating within Mehr Housing 38,51
Not paying attention to the employment of residents in Mehr Housing projects 41–43
Weak provision of bank facilities 35,36,39
Increase in final price over the promised price 33,3756,
Disproportionate amount costs for type and quality of housing 35,44,57
Inadequate awareness of applicants to urbanization Expert opinion
Lack of trust in Mehr Housing companies and contractors 45,46
Not paying attention to the household size in residential areas 1,2,34,58
Inadequate housing type with people’s culture and faith 39,56,59
Not having hope in the future of Mehr Housing 40,60
Negative attitude of the people towards a specific Mehr Housing project 46
Lack of cultural and social convergence 33,40,43,50
Difficulty in transferring the property title 52
Failing on-time delivery of completed houses 43,46,51
Lack of monitoring performances of contractors and housing cooperatives 45
Intrinsic political orientation of the project Expert opinion
Lack of coordination within the responsible organizations 40,43,56
The simultaneous involvement of several institutions and organizations with poorly defined roles 1,36,43,44
Unclear ownership title 53
Legal status of land and buildings 53
Status (performance warranties) of assignment contracts 53
Distance from the main city 2,33,54
Poor accessibility 1,34
Lack of attention to environmental issues 31-33,40-43

Table 3. Socioeconomic profile of respondents.

Age % Number Gender % Number Education % Number Experience (Year) % Number

25–35 60–0 27 Male 60.0 27 Bachelor 15.6 7 1–5 22.2 10
36–45 31.5 12 Female 37.7 18 Master 6.0 27 6–10 17.8 8
+46 8.9 4 Not respires 2.2 1 Doctorate 24.4 11 +10 13.3 6

3. Results

Most respondents (60%) were young (25-35 years old) and male (60%). Nearly 85% of respondents
had a Master’s degree or higher qualification, and more than five years work experience (Table 3).

Within the six analytical dimensions, respondents ranked location (average score: 4.08) and
institutional-managerial problems (3.70) as the most important weaknesses of the Mehr Housing
Plan. Socio-cultural (3.42), economic (3.38), physical (3.38), and legal aspects (3.18) received, on
average, lower scores indicating a less evident average dissatisfaction with such dimensions. However,
particularly high dissatisfaction was observed for specific items listed in Table 2. These were lack of
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infrastructures (4.57), non-delivery of housing in the promised time frame (4.26), poor accessibility
(4.17), environmental aspects (4.13), average dwelling size (4.08), and the unexpected increase in final
price (4.00) were the most significant of these factors (Table 4).

Table 4. Influence of research dimensions and questionnaire items (indicators) on the overall level of
dissatisfaction with the Mehr Housing Plan according to expert opinions.

Average Rate
Overall Impact on Dissatisfaction Level

Item Dimensions
Very High High Moderate Low Very Low

2.58 0 13.3 46.7 24.4 15.6 Impossibility of changing house structure

Physical

3.26 24.4 26.7 13.3 22.2 13.3 Homogenization in housing design
3.46 15.6 42.2 22.2 13.3 6.7 Not paying attention to micro-climate of housing
3.00 13.3 31.1 13.3 26.7 15.6 Not using the native architecture features
4.57 64.4 33.3 0 0 2.2 Lack of infrastructure and services
3.84 44.4 11.1 33.3 6.7 4.4 Lack of solidity of buildings against hazards
3.50 28.9 22.2 24.4 17.8 6.7 Failure to comply with national system standards
3.35 22.2 20.0 31.1 24.4 2.2 Lack of space in buildings, especially yards
3.38 24.4 24.1 25.1 17.0 9.1 Average physical dimension

2.82 6.7 17.8 42.2 17.8 15.6 Impossibility of developing houses

Economic

3.15 15.6 22.2 31.1 24.4 6.7 Lack of sufficient resources and credits of banks and
financial institutions

3.40 15.6 3.33 3.33 11.1 6.7 Not paying attention to the occupation of residents
3.40 15.6 31.1 37.8 8.9 6.7 Weakness of bank facilities
4.00 3.33 40.0 20.0 6.7 0 Increase in final price over promised price

3.53 22.2 33.3 26.7 11.1 6.7 Disproportionate amount of cost with type and quality of
housing

3.38 18.1 29.6 31.8 13.3 7.0 Average economic dimension

2.65 2.2 15.6 44.4 24.4 13.3 Inadequate awareness of future urbanization

Sociocultural

3.57 13.3 44.4 28.9 13.3 0 Lack of trust in housing cooperatives
3.53 26.7 31.1 17.8 17.8 6.7 Not paying attention to the household size
3.62 24.4 44.4 6.7 17.8 6.7 Disparity between housing and people’s morale
3.37 17.8 35.6 20.0 20.0 6.7 Lack of hope for the future of Mehr housing
3.60 24.4 31.1 31.1 6.7 6.7 Negative view of the people regarding Mehr Housing
3.60 17.8 48.9 13.3 15.6 4.4 Lack of cultural and social convergence
3.42 18.0 35.8 23.1 16.5 6.3 Average sociocultural dimension

3.64 20 44.4 17.8 15.6 2.2 How to lease housing

Institutional
and

managerial

4.26 44.4 40 13.3 2.2 0 Non-timely allocation of dwellings

3.77 26.7 37.8 24.4 8.9 2.2 Lack of monitoring of the performance of contractors and
housing cooperatives

3.20 13.3 26.7 33.3 20.0 6.7 Centralized politics of the Mehr housing plan
3.79 28.9 37.8 117.8 11.1 4.4 Non-coordination of the responsible organizations
3.53 24.4 24.4 31.1 17.8 2.2 Lack of institutional coordination
3.70 26.3 35.2 22.9 12.6 2.9 Average institutional and managerial dimension

3.06 11.1 24.4 31.1 26.7 6.7 Type of ownership of houses

legal3.09 6.7 31.1 31.1 26.7 4.4 Legal status of land and buildings
3.40 17.8 22.2 42.2 17.8 0 Status (execution guarantee) Housing Contracts
3.18 11.8 26.9 34.8 23.7 3.7 Average legal dimension

3.93 28.9 42.2 22.2 6.7 0 Distance from the main city

location
4.17 40 42.2 133 4.4 0 Geographic position of the settlement
4.13 4.44 31.1 15.6 8.9 0 Lack of attention to environmental issues
4..08 37.7 38.5 17.0 6.6 0 Average dwelling dimension

In order to verify the validity and stability of results such as these, Frenel and Larker (1981)
introduced three statistics: (i) Lacre’s rate, which estimates the validity of each surveyed item; (ii) the
Composite Reliability (CR) of each construct; and (iii) the Average Extracted Variance (AVE). Regarding
the validity of each item, a loading of >0.4 in the confirmatory factor analysis indicated that the variance
between the concept and the related variables was greater than the variance of the measurement error
of the concept, suggesting that a model’s reliability is acceptable [50–55]. To assess the reliability of the
questionnaire, internal consistency and convergent validity were considered. Internal consistency was
adopted to verify the reliability of measures. Table 5 shows the coefficients of internal consistency.
All coefficients of composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha were >0.7, and the average variance
extracted was >0.4, indicating an acceptable representation of measures.
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Table 5. Reliability and convergent validity coefficients (AVE: Average Extracted Variance).

AVE Composite Reliability Cronbach’s Alpha Variable

0.461 0.853 0.794 Socio-cultural
0.513 0.840 0.767 Economic
0.584 0.807 0.645 Legal
0.634 0.836 0.704 Location
0.481 0.845 0.777 Institutional and managerial
0.481 0.846 0.787 Physical

Factor loadings illustrating the multivariate relationships between research dimensions were
systematically above 1.96, outlining significant correlations at a 95% confidence level. By examining the
individual effect of each dimension of dissatisfaction with Mehr Housing local initiatives, a relationship
between each of the dimensions of dissatisfaction was observed (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Results of a structural equation model assessing relationships between variables (see Table 4
for list of variables).

Socio-cultural, physical, legal, and institutional-managerial factors were, on average, well
correlated most with the other dimensions. Location and economic dimensions seem to be less well
associated with the other dimensions. At the same time, each dimension can contribute differently to the
overall level of dissatisfaction with local Mehr Housing initiatives. Legal and socio-cultural dimensions
had the highest impacts on dissatisfaction on local initiatives, followed by the institutional-managerial
and location dimensions (Table 6).
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Table 6. Results of a structural equation model applied to dissatisfaction with local Mehr Housing plans.

Issue T Statistic p-Value Sample
Average

Standard
Deviation

Path
Coefficient

Socio-cultural 7.015 < 0.001 0.249 0.036 0.255
Economic 5.479 < 0.001 0.154 0.029 0.160
Legal 7.326 < 0.001 0.251 0.033 0.243
Location 6.470 < 0.001 0.202 0.032 0.207
Institution/management 6.614 < 0.001 0.225 0.035 0.233
Physical/territorial 5.947 < 0.001 0.242 0.041 0.244

4. Discussion

Housing is one of the basic needs of human society. To meet this need, local communities and the
relevant authorities play key roles in housing policy [7]. Social housing is considered a key issue in
urban management all over the world [8,9,15]. In line with changing socioeconomic conditions and
political conditions in emerging countries [16], authorities have tried to implement policies to mitigate
housing shortages and to improve the quality of dwellings [18–20]. At the same time, construction is
one of the most important industries in these countries, and it contributes significantly to economic
growth and societal wellbeing [50]. In an emerging economy like Iran, the Mehr Housing Project has
been the most important social housing plan for low-income populations [51–53]. With the introduction
of this program, housing prices were reduced by reducing construction costs and stabilizing land
prices [54]. More specifically, the program was aimed at balancing supply and demand, and increasing
the availability of affordable housing especially in smaller towns [55]. However, with the completion
of most of the local Mehr Housing initiatives across the country, satisfaction with the plan has been
relatively low and the number of applicants for a ‘Mehr house’ was modest irrespective of the local
context [56].

Six dimensions articulated as 33 specific items were considered as important factors of
dissatisfaction with Mehr Housing plan in this study [33]. Based on descriptive statistics, the empirical
results of this study showed that all six dimensions impacted the overall level of dissatisfaction,
indicating a generalized weakness in the Mehr Housing Plan [34]. Location was identified as a basic
dimension of dissatisfaction with Mehr Housing initiatives, since Mehr settlements are often regarded
as too decentralized with low accessibility to downtown areas [39,57]. This finding outlines the
importance of a practical match between social housing policies and a general plan for infrastructure,
public transport, and improvements in leisure facilities and amenities in new settlements [43,45,58]. In
line with earlier research [32], the institutional-managerial dimension was another important issue
leading dissatisfaction with Mehr housing. Bureaucracy (e.g., requests for multiple documents, permits,
and authorizations), lack of consistency between planned and realized dwellings, untimely release of
new houses, and non-compliance with national regulations as far as structural stability and dwelling
safety, were particularly important issues in preventing a positive judgment on local Mehr housing
initiatives [33]. This evidence suggests a progressive decoupling between the strict national-level
guidelines for the regulation of Mehr projects and operations at the local scale (the individual Mehr
housing initiatives) and confirms earlier findings [43].

The socio-cultural dimension was the third most important issue of dissatisfaction [50]. Lack of
attention to household size and the resulting effects on socio-cultural cohesion in the new settlements
was an important issue fueling dissatisfaction with the plan [59–65]. Lack of awareness of the applicants
about future urbanization surrounding the new settlements, and a general lack of trust in Mehr Housing
actors, also played role in this dimension [51]. Taken together, these results suggest that social housing
strategies should incorporate programs for ameliorating both the infrastructure and environment
around residential settlements [52]. Urban design of social housing should be also more clearly oriented
toward well-being and cohesion of local communities [65]. In fact, issues characterizing the physical
dimension of social housing (e.g., architectural standardization; lack of shared spaces in buildings,
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especially yards; poor attention to accidents that might occur in residential buildings) were other
factors reducing levels of satisfaction [43].

Together with the results of descriptive statistics, results of the exploratory data analysis suggest
how ‘soft’ factors, e.g., those included in the socio-cultural dimension, are intrinsically related with
the ‘hard’ engineering-legal-managerial dimensions of Mehr public housing. At the same time, these
findings may indicate how location and economic aspects—while being important dimensions shaping
the overall dissatisfaction with Mehr Housing initiatives—are less associated with the other dimensions.
They may represent a sort of background context when evaluating social housing, irrespective of
the other dimensions [66–68]. These results seem to be coherent with the rationale of Mehr Housing
initiatives, which are mostly designed for direct or indirect economic support of households (e.g.,
land and house price regulation). The less important role of the economic dimension in the overall
dissatisfaction with Mehr Housing can be explained by the fact that the Mehr Housing Plan was oriented
from the beginning toward subsidizing low-income populations [1]. However, other aspects—which
have been less carefully considered in national regulations and guidelines – are key in the overall levels
of dissatisfaction with Mehr housing. This likely accounts for the relatively low number of applications
for local Mehr initiatives, even among low-income groups [63–65].

5. Conclusions

While not being integral to national policies and local initiatives, ‘soft’ factors including
socio-cultural and architectural aspects are still important factors shaping satisfaction with any
program of social housing in traditional societies. Our study confirms the urgent need to rethink
urban planning and social policies in emerging economies so that truly cooperative and participatory
practices, e.g., linking public housing more explicitly with the broader issue of quality of life in
urban areas [69–71]. Policy design based on a participatory strategy is the only solution to overcome
problems [72,73] such as substantially improving the effectiveness of social housing plans. Empirical
research should provide a more comprehensive—and possibly comparative—overview of multiple
factors shaping satisfaction (or dissatisfaction) with public housing programs based on a standardized
classification of dimensions and items. However, it must be flexible enough to identify characteristics
and needs of local communities [74,75].

The intrinsic linkage with the private construction sector and, more generally, with urban planning,
sustainable development strategies, and policies addressing quality of life in metropolitan regions,
should be clearly outlined through use of field surveys, analysis of secondary data, and literature
reviews. A refined analysis distinguishing ‘structural’ factors (e.g., economic, engineering, locational)
from place-based dimensions (e.g., socio-cultural, legal, managerial) shaping levels of (dis)satisfaction
with social housing may clarify the roles of national guidelines and the importance of regional
articulation of centralized programs to various local contexts. Such studies will contribute widely
by trying to reconnect top-down planning with the most appropriate bottom-up initiatives, thereby
giving value to local communities’ needs, and providing long-term positive impacts on quality of life
and sustainable development in urban areas.
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