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ABSTRACT

This article reviews previous literature on housing satisfaction, with the specific aim of
identifying the factors that plays the dominant role in determining occupants housing
satisfaction. This is because the notion of residential satisfaction has attracted much
attention in recent years and that researchers and research bodies, be it corporate or
government that try to develop housing policies should begin with an understanding of
the determinants of housing satisfaction. The study is mainly an extant review of
literature survey on the determinants of housing satisfaction. Findings from the study
reveals that previous empirical studies have identified a number of important
determinants of residential satisfaction, such as income, tenure, life cycle stages, house
size, and housing quality amongst others. For example, being older, having higher
income, having a smaller family have been related to more housing satisfaction.
Overall, the study explores the causes of housing satisfaction; and presents a robust
background on the determinants and theories of housing satisfaction and interpretations.
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Introduction

Residential satisfaction describes an ‘end-state’, where an individual or household is
satisfied with the residential status they have attained. Because residential satisfaction
is based upon perception, the determinant factors essential to attain it will certainly be
different in each case. However, dormant factors influencing this perception are
features such as expectation, history, demographic characteristics, and the employment
situation. Hence, the formation of residential satisfaction is not simply based upon
freedom from dissatisfaction; it is more complex according to Lu [1]; while Salleh [2]
states that it multi-layered in nature. Residential dissatisfaction is a differently
composed construct; the causes of dissatisfaction are more likely to be universal
“source of discontent for everyone” [3], while the sources of satisfaction are much more
diverse. For instance, the beneficiaries of the South Africa housing subsidy schemes
were generally dissatisfaction with the initially provided 30 square meters housing unit
which has since been increased to 40 square meters in 2010.

The main reason of dissatisfaction was because the area estimation of the housing units
never took into consideration the housing life cycle of the beneficiaries and other
dynamics that are relevant to the beneficiaries’ optimal usage of the housing units. This
paper presents a review of literature on housing satisfaction, with the specific aim of
identifying the factors that play the dominant role in determining occupants housing
satisfaction. This is because the concept of residential satisfaction has attracted much
attention in recent years and that researchers and research bodies, be it corporate or
government that try to develop housing policies should begin with an understanding of
the determinants of housing satisfaction. This paper contains discussions on the theory
of housing satisfaction and the approaches to the study of satisfaction and a discussion
on the determinant of housing satisfaction before conclusion is drawn. The research
was conducted with reference to existing theoretical literature, published and
unpublished literatures. The paper presents a review of literature on housing
satisfaction, with the specific aim of identifying the factors that play the dominant role
in determining occupants housing satisfaction.

Theory of Housing Satisfaction Research

The study of ‘satisfaction’ started since the 1940s and is currently being used in many
disciplines such as in housing, consumer satisfaction, marketing, landscape architecture
and medical fields [4]. However, it has primarily been dominated over time by social
psychology scholars. Residential satisfaction research deals with the housing
occupant’s satisfaction, and is inclined to inform housing policy and planning
intervention to perform better than previously done. Over the past decades, much
research has been conducted on residential satisfaction but in different housing aspects
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Previous scholarship evaluated housing environments and residents; satisfactions with
their residential environment have had a tendency to focus on: research techniques,
methods, and specifics design/planning frameworks for a specific site but not a more
general theory. Most previous studies on housing satisfaction have used a direct
theoretical approach in relating a person’s beliefs, perceptions, or affect to his or her
satisfaction with housing environment. From this perspective, any belief, idea, or fact
is thus a potential predictor of housing satisfaction. Housing satisfaction has also been
discussed in numerous empirical scholarships which studied “characteristics of the
users (either cognitive or behavioral) or characteristics of the environment, both
physical and social” [8]. However, there are two general approaches to empirical
research about residential satisfaction according to the classification used by
Weidemann and Anderson [7]. One approach is to view residential satisfaction as a
criterion of evaluation of residential quality. Amerigo and Aragones [8] argue that
methodologically speaking, the studies which fall into this category are categorized by
their “treatment of satisfaction as a criterion variable and, therefore, it is evaluated as a
dependent variable”. The theoretical background guiding this type of research is shown
by the work of Marans and Rodgers [9] [10] [11]. A second approach is to view
residential satisfaction as a predictor of residential mobility. In this case, residential
satisfaction is considered as a predictor of behavior and, therefore as an independent
variable. The theoretical model developed by Speare [12] is a good example of
empirical research belonging to this second approach.

However, the concept of satisfaction has been used in at least four different ways: as a
key predictor of an individual’s perception of general quality of life [5]; as an indicator
of incipient residential mobility, and hence altered housing demands and effected
neighborhood change [12] [13]; also as an ad hoc evaluative measure for judging the
success of housing developments constructed by the private sector [14][15], and by the
public sector [9] [16] and also to assess residents’ perceptions of inadequacies in their
current housing environment so as to direct forthcoming private or public efforts to
improve the status quo [17].

Nevertheless, the broad view on housing satisfaction is provided by Campbell,
Converse, and Rodgers [5]. They look at housing satisfaction as one of the predictor’s
of life experience, where satisfaction with that variable might contribute to a person’s
quality of life. Developing from this were the more specific studies of a resident’s
housing satisfaction and the development of theoretical models explaining the sources
of satisfaction [9]. Together with these studies of housing satisfaction as a predictor of
a person’s quality of life, satisfaction was seen as a criterion for evaluation of housing
environment. The initial work by Francescato et al. [18] and Kim [19] investigated the
concept of users’ satisfaction and focused primarily on a specific housing type:
subsidized multi-family housing units. Weidemann and Anderson [7] noted that past
models developed by numerous researchers reflect the use of both approaches and
include affect, cognition, and behavior. The two approaches were first combined by
Weidemann and Anderson [7] based on Fishbein and Ajzen’s [20] model of reasoned
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actions that considers how attitudes reflect beliefs and evaluations of residences [21]
[22]. Others have also supported integrated approaches [17]. Francescato et al. [18]
proposed an all-inclusive model of relationships among the environment, satisfaction,
and behaviour. Amerigo and Aragones [8] attempting to understand how the residential
environment, the house, the neighborhood, and neighbors are related developed the
systematic model of housing satisfaction. However, the integrated model as proposed
by Weidemann and Anderson [7] deals with the complicated nature of housing quality.
The integrated model embodies three basic components of housing quality evaluation:
objective attributes of the physical environment; residents’ perception and beliefs
regarding their housing quality; and satisfaction with the housing environment. These
integrated models according to Weidemann and Anderson [7] can serve as a framework
for research on relationships that have not been empirically tested. Integrated models
can also mean organizing existing literature that many feel is disjointed and
unorganized.

Nonetheless, the theories of housing satisfaction are based on the notion that housing
satisfaction measures the difference between households’ actual and desired housing
and neighborhood situations [10]. Housing occupants make their judgment about
residential conditions based on their needs and aspirations. Satisfaction with their
housing conditions indicates the absence of complaints as their needs meet their
aspirations. On the other hand, they are likely to feel dissatisfied if their housing and
neighborhood do not meet their residential needs and aspirations. Furthermore, housing
satisfaction as a measure has been criticized by some scholars as being subjective [5].
Others have acknowledged the criticism but informed that all measures have limitations
and satisfaction should not be dismissed as a measure because it is a useful concept [4].
Another criticism of satisfaction is that operational definitions vary greatly because they
are defined as cognitive, emotional, and/or conative.

Approaches to the Study of Satisfaction

The foundation for satisfaction lies in “mankind’s ability to learn” from previous
experiences [23]. Likewise, user’s preferences are constantly being updated by way of
the learning process. Learning theory posits that ““... a given response is strengthened
either positively or negatively to the extent that it is followed by a reward. Reward, in
turn, leads to an evaluation that the purchase or achievement was satisfactory... and
hence it can exert an effect on brand beliefs and attitude. The probability of engaging
in a similar buying act or continuance in a housing scheme will be increased if there are
positive consequences in the act of purchase”, use of the unit and vice versa [24].
Satisfaction is a concept that has been studied in many fields such as in office evaluation
by employee satisfaction [25] [26], hospital evaluation by patient satisfaction [27], and
site evaluation by visitor satisfaction {28] amongst others.
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However, satisfaction has been fundamental to the marketing concept for over three
decades; as the most extensive use of satisfaction has been in literature concerned with
customer satisfaction. Wilton and Nicosia [29] informs that several models of
satisfaction have emerged over time in this field and in others, such as service quality,
effect of free banking on overall satisfaction and customer satisfaction. Kim [19] argues
that the models developed to date all view satisfaction as a “consumer’s or user’s
attitude in relation to the consumer’s belief and evaluation about merchandise and
buying behavior”. This broad use of behavior demonstrates the “appealing validity of
the concept™ and its efficacy in explaining the success of a range of phenomena [30].
Day [31] states that while everyone knows what satisfaction means, it clearly does not
mean the same thing to everyone. Initial conceptualization of user’s satisfaction views
it as a “single variable which involves a single evaluative reaction from users”, which
may or may not be related to pre-evaluation concepts [23]. Further conceptualization
of satisfaction, notes that “... satisfaction is a kind of stepping away from an experience
and evaluating it... one could have a pleasurable experience that caused dissatisfaction
because even though it was pleasurable, it was not as pleasurable as it was supposed to
be; so satisfaction is not an emotion, it is the evaluation of the emotion” [32].

However, the most generally acknowledged conceptualization of user satisfaction
concept is the expectancy disconfirmation theory [33]. Expectancy disconfirmation
theory was developed by Oliver [34], who proposed that a user’s satisfaction level is a
result of the difference “between expected and perceived product performance, and
expectations as predictions of future performance”. The inclusion of expectations
proposes that products satisfying high expectations are predicted to generate greater
user satisfaction than products that meet low expectations. Some other researchers
employ perceived performance as an additional predictor of satisfaction [35] [26]. The
theory of satisfaction has its origins in the discrepancy theory [36] and other scholars
have, over the years, have used some “form of comparison” to model satisfaction [30].
A number of theoretical approaches have been developed to explain the refationship
between satisfaction or positive disconfirmation and dissatisfaction or negative
disconfirmation. According to Oliver [34], these approaches can be seen as variants of
the consistency theories and focus primarily on the nature of the “user's post-usage
evaluation process”. Consistency theory conceptualizes that when expectations and the
actual product performance do not match the consumer will feel some degree of
dissatisfaction [23]. In order to relieve this dissatisfaction, the user will make
adjustments either in expectations or in the perceptions of the product's actual
performance. This theory was what informed the Morris and Winter [37] mobility
theory of residential satisfaction. Over the years, a number of authors have used some
form of comparison to model satisfaction. Some theoretical approaches which have
been advanced amongst others include: assimilation theory, contrast theory,
assimilation-contrast theory, and negativity theory. The most well-known descendent
of the discrepancy theory is the expectancy disconfirmation paradigm [38], which states
that, if performance exceeds expectations, users will be positively disconfirmed or
satisfied. On the other hand, if performance fails to meet expectations, users will be
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negatively disconfirmed or dissatisfied. Positive disconfirmation leads to increased
satisfaction, with negative disconfirmation having the opposite effect, while zero
disconfirmation occurs when performance matches expectations (no effect on
satisfaction). Kotler, Siew, Swee and Chin [39] inform that this is because user’s
expectations are formed on the basis of past experience, statements made by friends and
associates. Oliver [40] and Mastura, Noor, Osman and Ramayah [41], proposed that
expectations could be exceeded in two different ways: the level of performance is
within a normal range (product was better than expected); the level of performance is
surprisingly positive (one would not expect that the product would have performed so
well) and delight.

The expectancy disconfirmation model not only explains satisfaction with product
performance, but also service satisfaction. There has been a strong support for the
disconfirmation paradigm as a measurement of satisfaction, however, Churchill and
Surprenant [35] found some inconsistencies in the model whereby neither
disconfirmation nor expectations have any effect on user satisfaction with durable
products. Satisfaction, according to Churchill and Surprenant [35] is determined
exclusively by the performance of the durable good. This again puts the burden of a
genuine evaluation result in the hands of the user’s; because they are the ones that can
determine if the service being rendered is durable in terms of how the different aspects
helps to meet their needs.

Contributing Factor of Residential Satisfaction

The emphases of most studies on housing satisfaction have been to establish the effects
of various housing, neighborhood, and household features on residential satisfaction
[42] [1]. Various studies have analyzed the correlates of observed housing satisfaction
for specific population groups as already described above. Also, a host of variable
representing housing and neighborhood characteristics, individuals®  socio-
demographic attributes, as well as their perceptions of housing and neighborhood
conditions have been analyzed in previous studies. They vary from the home size to
personal collections. According to Lu [1] differences in “model specification and data
type” collected prevented a direct comparison of the empirical results; but two features
of those studies are worth nothing. Firstly, Weidemann and Anderson [43] promotes
that the significance of the perceptual variables has been emphasized because of the
belief that what is important in determining individuals’ residential satisfaction is their
perception rather than the actual structure of the residential surroundings. In other
words, objective measures of housing and neighborhood attributes alone do not provide
an adequate explanation of satisfaction. Secondly, Crull et al. [44] informs that
“dwelling satisfaction and neighborhood satisfaction” are measured differently and are
often analyzed separately. But, it must be noted that the two types of satisfaction are
also interrelated. This is because the assessment of one’s housing, for example, is likely
to include its immediate surroundings, even one’s relationship with neighbors [1].
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Overall, most studies have identified a number of important determinants of housing
satisfaction, such as income, tenurc, life cycle stages, house size, and housing quality.
For instance, being older, having higher income, having a smaller family have been
related to more housing satisfaction [5][10] [37]. Homeownership, particularly owners
of single family homes, are almost always more satistied with their homes and
neighborhood than are renters. Also, available space in the house has a significant
positive effect on residents’ dwelling satisfaction. Neighborhood satisfaction has been
found to be an important predictor of dwelling satisfaction; but there are also
inconsistent and conflicting results in the literature on several other variables. Onibokun
[45] further argued that the residential satisfaction (habitability) of a house is influenced
not only by the engineering elements, but also by social, behavioral, cultural, and other
clements in the entire societal-environmental system. The house, as informed by
Onibokun [45], is only one link in a chain of factors that determine beneficiaries’
relative satisfaction with their accommodation, According to the literature, housing
characteristics, neighborhood characteristics, and household characteristics have also,
been viewed as the essential determinants of residential satisfaction [8] [10] [1].
Housing characteristics include the age of houses [46], interior and proximal exterior
environments, and other aspects of housing, such as, building quality and disrepair [8].
Sirgy and Cornwell [47] identified neighborhood, social, economic, and physical
features as the major determinants of residential satisfaction. The social features most
often regarded as important include interaction with neighbors, attachment of the
communities, perceptions of privacy and safety at home, and others. Neighborhood
socio-economic status and home values, and community cost of living are factors used
to measure the economic features of neighborhood [46] [1]. Physical features are other
infrastructural and equipment settings, and these regard the quality of environment of
the community, such as li ghting of streets as informed by Dahmann [48], crowding and
noise level, hypothesized by Gomez-Jacinto and Hombrados-Mendieta [49] and
Bonnes et al. [42], and green area or open space by Turner [50].

Furthermore, housing satisfaction is influenced by the numerous components in the
housing system and the background characteristics of the occupants. Other factors that
have been found related to housing satisfaction include: marital status, number of
children and family size, socioeconomic status, education, employment and welfare,
housing physical characteristics, satisfaction with housing physical condition and
management services [45], social participation and interaction and past living
conditions as well as residential mobility and future intention to move. However, there
is little agreement on the effect of these factors on residential satisfaction. Lu [1] argues
that the “inconsistent in most research findings may be attributed to the fact that such
key variables as residential satisfaction are often defined differently. As well as the
inappropriate statistical techniques that was employed in measuring the determinants.
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Measuring Residential Quality and Adequacy

It is worth nothing that previous theories of residential satisfaction all centers upon the
concept that residential satisfaction measures the difference between households’ actual
and desired (or aspired to) housing and neighborhood characteristics [10]. A
significance issue in all models of residential satisfaction is how the housing attributes
are measured. There are commonly two types of measurements available, namely
objective and subjective measures of housing attribute found in literature. All previous
models have assessed the level of housing satisfaction subjectively, which is only one
indicator of residential satisfaction. Consequently, an objective measure of housing
satisfaction is essential to have an all-inclusive model. Objective measures refer to the
actual measurements, such as the presence, the lack of, or quantities of attributes while
subjective measures refer to perceptions, emotions, attitudes and intentions towards the
housing attributes. The objective measures of the attributes of housing satisfaction have
been shown to be weaker predictors than the subjective measures [18] [7]. The main
objective measure technique which has been used in assessing housing satisfaction was
first adopted by Morris et al. [51] who classified three areas of housing quality:
structural quality, which refers primarily to durability of the shell; service quality,
which is concerned with the kinds of equipment, facilities and conveniences which the
dwelling provides; and the state of maintenance and caretaking. The measure of quality
used by Morris et al. [51] consisted of 26 items that measured these three identical areas.
The presence or absence of a particular characteristic was used as the prime basis for
the assignment of a score to the various items. Morris et al. [51] further emphasized
that the procedure was based on traditional scaling techniques.

Also, it has become common; in measuring housing satisfaction with the use of an index
of highly correlated items rather than a single-item variable of how satisfied are you
with your housing; which is insufficient to illustrate satisfaction as a multifaceted
construct. Francescato et al. [52] addressed this issue in two ways. First, they proposed
a list or index of four questions reflecting overall satisfaction with housing: how
satisfied are you with living here? How long do you want to live in this housing
development? If you move again would you like to live in another place like this?
Would you recommend this place to one of your friends if they were looking for a place
to live? The authors conceptualized satisfaction as an attitude which has affective,
cognitive and conative dimensions. However, the reason given by other authors [53]
[7] who also used such an index suggests that it increases the reliability of the criterion
since it would seem that an index is essentially better than a single item.

Conclusion
The paper presented a review of literature on housing satisfaction, with the specific aim

of identifying the factors that play the dominant role in determining occupants housing
satisfaction. Finding from the literature revealed that a whole lot of factors determines
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housing satisfaction ranging from income, tenure, life cycle stages, house size, housing
quality, being older, having higher income, having a smaller family, age of houses,
interior and proximal exterior environment, building quality and disrepair, place
attachment, perception of privacy, safety at home, home values and homeownership
amongst others. However, homeownership is said to be a major determinant factor of
satisfaction within the owners of single family homes, than renters. Also, available
space in the house was found to be a factor that also influences residents’ dwelling
satisfaction. However, neighborhood satisfaction has been found to be a major predictor
of housing satisfaction; but at times, there are inconsistencies and conflicting results in
the literature on several other variables that also affects satisfaction of occupants.
Likewise, housing satisfaction is also said to be determine by the social, economic,
behavioral, cultural, physical features and other elements in the entire societal
environmental system. This is because the house is only one link in a chain of factors
that determine beneficiaries’ relative satisfaction with their accommodation. Therefore,
housing characteristics, neighborhood characteristics, culture, and household
characteristics are the major essential factors that determine housing satisfaction.

Further findings revealed that the prime approach used in the study of satisfaction are
all variants of the consistency theories and focus primarily on the nature of the user’s
post-usage evaluation process. Also, findings from the literature revealed that the
concept of residential satisfaction has been used in at least four different ways: as a key
predictor of an individual’s perception of general quality of life; as an indicator of
incipient residential mobility, and hence altered housing demands and effected
neighborhood change; also as an ad hoc evaluative measure for Jjudging the success of
housing developments constructed by the private sector, and by the public sector and
also to assess residents’ perceptions of inadequacies in their current housing
environment so as to direct forthcoming private or public efforts to improve the status
quo. Lastly, literature reveals that the measures of satisfaction have been met with
criticism. Though it is important to be aware of these limitations; however, it is clear
that they do not preclude satisfaction from being a useful concept, as there are
limitations to all research investigations. Thus, the criticisms point out the urgency for
research that addresses them with a clear theoretical foundation.
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