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Abstract 
With the drastic rise in divorce rates in Egypt in the last few decades, target-
ing female-headed households as new housing segment is becoming increa-
singly crucial. Female-headed households are categorized as part of the hous-
ing vulnerable groups supported by the government. The housing needs, pre-
ferences and the market navigation patterns of this group are the study mat-
ter of this paper. While this group shares similarities in the housing needs 
with the two-parent families there are defined differences in the housing pre-
sences and market navigation patterns of the two groups. The paper also 
sheds the light on how the social characteristics of the female-headed house-
holds determine the housing problems they face with the current market of-
ferings. Then, it outlines a typology of the housing preferred by the female 
heads, with the aim of generating recommendations that would help create 
more inclusive and satisfactory housing market offerings tailored for them. 
The proximity of the workplace to the housing unit in addition to the pres-
ence of an active community center within the neighborhoods was on top of 
their housing demands. 
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1. Introduction (Female-Headed Households in Egypt) 

Female-headed households (FHH) of divorcees and widowers are considered as 
part of the vulnerable social groups in Egypt representing 17.8 % of the Egyptian 
households, this number is increasing rapidly as the average divorce rate rec-
orded in 2015 was 4.7% for every 1000 people [1] [2] [3]. This rapid increase in 
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the percentage of female-headed households made the Egyptian government 
along with international bodies and organizations of civil society study the de-
mographics of this group and their socioeconomic situation. However, the 
housing laws and policies aren’t yet tailored to accommodate the specific needs 
of female-headed households and the housing offerings are narrow and don’t 
fulfill the specific needs of this group. 

The housing needs and situations of the female-headed households differ ac-
cording to their locations in different areas in Egypt as their housing characteris-
tics are affected by their place of residents. According to Egypt’s latest 2016 cen-
sus, 238,305 families in urban areas are headed by a single adult parent, 55% of 
them are females. Figure 1 below shows the distribution percentages of the fe-
male-headed households in urban areas among Egypt’s governorates in 2006 & 
2016 respectively [4]. 

As shown in the map below the female-headed households percentage in big 
cities like Cairo, Giza, and Alexandria increased drastically as the number of fe-
male-headed households was doubled between 2006 and 2016, while the percen-
tages in cities like Sharqia, Qaluibia, Beheria, Menia, and Souhag decreased.  
Figure 2 below, shows the change in the percentages of the female-headed 
households in Egypt in the last decade. 
 

 

 
(a)                                       (b) 

Figure 1. (a) Female-headed households 2006 percentages among Egypt’s governorates; 
(b) Female-headed households 2016 percentages among Egypt’s governorates. Source: 
Author based on CAPMAS 2006 & 2016 census. 
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Figure 2. Change in female-headed households percentages in the last Decade. Source: Author based on CAPMAS 2006 and 2016 
census. 

 
In Egypt’s 2030 vision one of the main urban challenges is the lack of the 

available proper housing options provided by the government for vulnerable 
housing groups including female-headed households [5]. The motivation of this 
paper was the fact that there are no proper housing options targeting the fe-
male-headed households as well as the fact that most of the research about the 
female-headed households’ housing preferences was not urban oriented. The 
paper attempts to find out the housing needs of the female-headed households 
group in Egypt and how can these needs be translated into physical design op-
tions.  

2. What Are the Egyptian Housing Market Offerings for  
Female-Headed Households? 

Overview of the Egyptian Market Offerings 

In Egypt, housing provision is mainly related to economic and affordability fac-
tors neglecting the social situation of different groups. Female-headed house-
holds are a vulnerable group that mainly suffers from social vulnerability rather 
than economic one; however, the government housing plans target them as part 
of the vulnerable groups who suffer from housing affordability problems ignor-
ing the social needs in housing. 

The public sector is responsible for providing housing for the vulnerable 
groups in Egypt including female-headed households. The Ministry of Housing 
Utilities and Urban Development and other governmental entities work on es-
tablishing social housing units all over Egypt governorates, each vulnerable 
group is given a share of the established social housing project. The average 
share of the female-headed households is 5% of the units dedicated to all the 
vulnerable groups, including people with disabilities, elders, and low-income 
families. At the beginning of this year Ahram online the official government 
newspaper published interviews with housing experts to assess the social hous-
ing situation in the past 4 years. Hani Younis, the ministry of housing spokes-
person, declared that the offered units are now 90 square meters instead of 60 
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square meters, fully furnished. He added that part of the units is rental and the 
other part is ownership units paid for through mortgage system. The applicant 
pays 11,000 L.E as a down payment and 400 - 900 L.E monthly installments up 
to 20 years. The Head of Real Estate Investment division at The Central Bank of 
Egypt stressed on the need to involve the private sector in the social housing 
provision as the public sector wouldn’t be able to satisfy the demand for social 
housing. He added that the ministry of housing offered lands at very low prices 
for private sector developers to build social housing units in exchange for plots 
for investment, however, the developers were reluctant and no one stepped to 
buy the lands [6] [7].  

3. Female-Headed Households Housing Situation in Egypt 
3.1. Research Questions 

1) How do female-headed households of divorcees and widowers deal with their 
housing demands and navigate the housing market? And what are the hous-
ing problems they face? 

2) How does the housing preferences and residential experience of fe-
male-headed households differ from two-parent families? 

3) How can the Egyptian Housing market be more inclusive to female-headed 
households? 

3.2. Research Design 

Satisfaction surveys and interviews were used to investigate the housing needs 
and preferences of female-headed households. The paper tackles three main 
questions. Focus group interviews with 520 Egyptian female heads were used to 
answer the first question regarding the female-headed households housing de-
mands, preferences and problems they might face while navigating the housing 
market. The interview with the female heads was divided into two parts; prob-
lems female-headed households have with the Egyptian housing market offer-
ings and the female heads housing suggestions to overcome these problems and 
have a more inclusive market. To answer the second question a random housing 
survey was carried out with 193 people to inquire about their housing prefe-
rences and then compare the answers with the female heads’ answers. Finally, 
in-depth interviews with 6 Egyptian housing experts were conducted to provide 
an understanding of the problems female-headed households face with the cur-
rent market offerings and the housing models suitable for their needs.  

3.3. Methods 

The interviews with the female heads were conducted online, in addition, 
planned in-depth interviews with some of the female heads who have no online 
access. The interviews were carried out in Arabic to facilitate the communication 
and comprehension. The survey about the housing preferences was online di-
rected to a random sample of people. The interviews with the Egyptian housing 
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experts were in prearranged meetings, both of the surveys and the interviews 
were conducted in English. 

3.4. Interview Description 

The focus group questions were open-ended questions formulated on three sets 
urban planning, urban design and architecture to assess the quality of the offered 
housing units and the satisfaction of the female heads with the housing units. At 
the end of each set, the female heads were asked about their suggestions to im-
prove the market offerings. The survey questions were closed-ended questions 
regarding housing preferences. The questions directed to the experts were more 
specifically oriented towards the ways of building female-headed households in-
clusive neighborhoods in Egypt. 

4. Sampling and Data 

The study group sample was a stratified random sample, the below Table 1 
shows the demographic data of the study group: 

5. Results and Discussion 
5.1. How Do Female-Headed Households of Divorcees and  

Widowers Deal with Their Housing Demands and Navigate  
the Housing Market? And What Are the Housing Problems  
They Face? 

The female-headed households talked about their housing problems with the 
current market offerings, the result showed that 49% of the respondents suffer 
from limited access to housing units offered by the government; they criticized 
the announcement process and they stated “Most of us don’t have a clue about 
the units and the application criteria” [8]. 

14% of the female heads who were aware of the units and tried to apply for 
them had problems with the application’s terms and conditions; they expressed 
their discontent with some of the conditions like being divorced for 7 years 
minimum, they said “Why being divorced for 7 years is one of the conditions to 
apply for the subsidized housing unit?” [9]. They also talked about the limited 

 
Table 1. Demographic data of the study group. 

Number 
Characteristics  

Marital Status Age range Economic class Place of residence 

145 Divorced/Widow 25 - 45 Middle class Giza 

191 Divorced/Widow 30 - 55 Middle class Cairo 

145 Divorced 35 - 50 Lower middle class Other governorates 

100 Married 25 - 45 
Upper middle 

class/middle class 
Cairo, Giza 

107 Single 22 - 35 Upper middle 
class/middle class Cairo, Giza 

Source: Author based on the interviews. 
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number of units due to the fact that most of the offered units are part of big so-
cial housing project targeting all vulnerable groups with only 5% share dedicated 
to female-headed households.  

On the other hand, female heads living in private sector housing stated that 
their access to housing problems are affiliated to their marital status as the ma-
jority of the landlords fear to rent housing units to divorcees and widowers 
thinking that it might have a bad influence on the building reputation. 

The lack of social interaction and community support was the second rated 
housing problem the respondents mentioned, 20% reported that the lack of com-
munity support amplifies the hardship of the female heads’ role. They explained 
that a female head who is obliged to work and raise kids deserves a supportive 
neighborhood in which people can depend on each other and do activities together 
which would facilitate her daily tasks and add up to the neighborhood security.  

The services was another problem that 10% of the female heads considered as 
their main housing problem, they had a problem with the quality of the provided 
services in addition to the far location of the units which hindered them from 
finding a nearby substitute. The far units’ location resulted in accessibility and 
transportation problems, a number of the female heads stated “we would rather 
live in a room on the roof near the metro than living in these offered units in the 
desert” [10]. 

Others who can’t afford to rent units in areas near the city center talked about 
their attempts at finding home based jobs. Another problem the female heads 
addressed in the interviews was the apartment size, they were more satisfied with 
the smaller areas provided by the government targeting female-headed house-
holds only but recently most of the government projects provide standardized 
sizes as they are targeting all vulnerable groups together which they considered a 
problem [11].  

The below Figure 3 summarizes the problems the female heads face with the 
Egyptian housing market. They had two main problems with the quality of the 
provided services like the proximity of the housing unit to the work place, the 
proper public transportation… etc. The other problem was their constrained 
access to the housing units and the arbitrary application terms and conditions.  

5.2. How Does the Housing Preferences and Residential  
Experience of Female-Headed Households Differ from  
Two-Parent Families? 

To answer this question regarding the differences between the female-headed 
households’ residential experiences and the two-parent families, we will display 
the results from the random survey about the housing preferences, the prefe-
rences of groups other than female-headed households aren’t the focus of this 
papers however the survey could give an indication of the current housing de-
mand and market orientation. The survey gave an indication to the current 
housing needs and demands of Married couples and single individuals, the pro-
file of the most wanted housing unit according to the survey is: 
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Figure 3. Female-headed households’ Housing Problems. Source: Author based on the interviews. 

 
• Owned (80% of the respondents) 
• Located in suburbs (63% of the respondents) 
• Services within a walking distance (86% of the respondents) 
• Near public transportation hub (76% of the respondents) 
• In a gated community (65% of the respondents) 

The survey results were as expected as most of the private real estate compa-
nies’ housing investments in Egypt are directed towards the creation of gated 
communities targeting upper class, upper middle class, and few investments are 
targeting the middle class. This result resonates with the earlier mentioned 
statement about the reluctance of the private sector to invest in social housing as 
the demand is high for the owned units and the compounds which are more 
profitable [12]. Figure 4 shows the orientation of the private sector towards the 
gated communities.  

On the hand when the female-headed households were asked about their 
housing preferences and the profile of the female-headed households supporting 
neighborhoods, they expressed their dissatisfaction with the current housing of-
ferings saying that they can’t find a place for them in the current housing mar-
ket. They added that their economic and social vulnerability constrain their op-
tions, however they shared common housing preferences, most of the female 
heads preferred rental units over owned one for affordability reasons but also 
some of them added that the rental units give them more chances to upgrade or 
downgrade according to the change in their social and economic state. They be-
lieved that living in the city center is more suitable for them as they offer a wide 
range of services and transportation options. The female heads see that private 
sector offerings aren’t affordable or suitable for them and they have problems 
with government offerings so when talking about their preferences they de-
scribed more compact and mixed-use designs that were not found [13].  

5.3. How Can the Egyptian Housing Market Be More Inclusive to  
Female-Headed Households? 

To answer the third question the female heads and Egyptian housing experts 
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were asked about their suggestions to create room for female-headed households 
in the Egyptian housing market.  

5.3.1. Female-Headed Households Suggestions 
After expressing their dissatisfaction with the market offerings the female heads 
shared their ideas and suggestions to improve the market offerings to become 
more inclusive of the female-headed households’ needs. 96% of the respondents 
suggested that the government and the private sector should develop plans to 
provide housing units targeting female-headed households as a separate housing 
segment, not as part of the vulnerable groups. While 2% of them were uncertain 
about this idea and thought that the government and the private sector wouldn’t 
bother targeting female-headed households as a separate housing segment. A 
focus group was held with 137 female heads that had ideas about improving the 
female-headed households housing situation in Egypt. The below Figure 5 
demonstrate the top suggestions which were mentioned several times by the fe-
male heads [14] [15] [16].  

Cooperative Housing 
38% of the female heads talked about the idea of female-headed households 

living together in the same building helping each other with their daily chores 
and rearing the children, they imagined a group of female-headed households 
living in one building like students dorms. After hearing this idea a multiple 
times in the interviews I decided to show them a picture of a co-living diagram 
developed by Improvistos Figure 6(a) which illustrates how housing units can 
be adaptable and elastic to suite the changing life style of the household. The 
co-living idea is based on providing shared services like common kitchen, laun-
dry, workshops for the housing units within the same building to encourage the 
interaction between the residents and strengthen the sense of community sup-
port. The female heads were satisfied with the idea and thought that it is some-
what similar to what they had in mind; they all believed that no one could un-
derstand their conditions except for themselves; therefore, they will be each oth-
er’s best support.  
 

 

Figure 4. Compound billboards covering the streets of Egypt. Source: Author. 
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Figure 5. Female-headed households housing suggestions to improve market offerings. Source: Author based on the interviews. 
 

 
(a)                                                         (b) 

Figure 6. (a) Co-living diagram; (b) Fiona House, London. Source: Improvistos 2015; Hayden 1980. 
 

In the housing literature cooperative housing was represented a successful 
approach to target female-headed households, one of the earliest applications 
was the Fiona house in London shown in the below Figure 6(b). The project was 
designed by Sylvester Bone in 1972 targeting divorced and separated mothers; it 
consisted of twelve two-bedroom units connected by an intercom system for 
baby-sitting, a playground area and a neighborhood nursery facility [17].  
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Female-headed households Neighborhoods 
The majority of the female heads postulated that they can be each other’s 

support. 24% of the respondents suggested building neighborhoods for fe-
male-headed households. They agreed on establishing an organization through 
which they can buy two neighboring lands by collecting money from the mem-
bers. They discussed starting off by assigning different tasks among the mem-
bers; each group of members will be responsible for a certain task according to 
their fields of expertise. One of the responding female heads who is also a lawyer 
added that the Egyptian law allows these projects under two conditions, which 
are that the organization must have a headquarter office and a minimum listed 
number of members. 

Rehabilitation of the current housing stock 
Part of the female heads’ suggestions was directed towards the rehabilitation 

of the current housing stock to fit the female-headed households housing needs 
and solving the problems female-headed households face with the offered hous-
ing units. The female heads stated that guaranteed access to the housing stock is 
one of the top priorities for female-headed households seeking a housing unit. 
They put forward that transparency is needed when announcing for new hous-
ing units; the information should be available and a clear instructive public an-
nouncement should be made using media and newspapers.  

They added, there must be a variation in the housing prototypes offered by the 
government or the private sector, they suggested that the government and the 
private sector should consider assigning part of the housing project designs to 
suit the female-headed households needs. One of the suggestions was to offer 
studio apartments with different payment methods near playing areas for child-
ren. The female heads stressed on the importance of the neighborhood services 
and how the private and public sector work on enhancing the quality of the pro-
vided services, they suggested extending the working hours of some services 
such as nurseries and clinics and adding supportive community center in each 
district. 

5.3.2. Experts’ Opinion 
After the interviews with the female heads, 6 interviews were conducted with 
Egyptian experts who work in the field of housing and planning in Egypt and 
took part in some of the government’s housing targeting female-headed house-
holds. The experts described the Egyptian housing market as a Typical Family 
Oriented Market that doesn’t respect the life cycle of the residents as it doesn’t 
offer units with different sizes and payment options to suit different types of 
families and individuals. They claimed that the female-headed households 
housing needs are overlooked by the public and private sectors’ housing devel-
opers, they said as the female-headed households housing vulnerability isn’t yet 
understood by the market as their needs seem to be similar to the basic housing 
needs of any other group. The housing units provided for vulnerable groups in-
cluding female-headed households are built in new communities usually with no 
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proper accessibility or public transportation which encourages the informal 
transportation solutions like (micro-buses and tuk-tuk). Moreover, the new ci-
ties and service facilities in most cases are built together as planned but the resi-
dents start living in the units with no facilities for a while as the service facilities 
take a long time to function due to the lack of manpower. The new cities ‘servic-
es miss an important service factor which is craftsmen provided services the ab-
sence of a nearby plumber, electrician, mechanic... etc. causes a problem for 
household especially female-headed households. 

The experts explained their different opinions’ on how the housing market 
could lobby the needs of the female-headed households, a comprehensive plan to 
target each group of the female-headed households groups separately would lead 
to higher rates of residents’ satisfaction and projects success. The interviews can 
be summarized in design considerations that should be taken on the architec-
ture, urban design, and urban planning levels. 

Architecture level: the units have to be small in size with minimum waste 
areas; the government made a 35 m2 prototype for female-headed households 
long time ago which was very convenient. 

Urban design level: the neighborhood services should include a community 
center to act as an umbrella for the female-headed households to provide servic-
es for female heads like a 24 hrs working nursery, a database for all nearby 
craftsmen, provide mental support and life coaching sessions, workshops… etc. 
The community center must have a strong administration headed by women 
association and should be given authority from the district to be able to regulate 
the services and the maintenance in the neighborhood. The community centers 
should be built in areas with a high number of female-headed households or on 
a district level if the numbers are low. 

Planning level: the female-headed households housing units’ proximity to 
their work is a very important aspect; to design a new city this aspect would af-
fect the future of the city design. An example of this is found in a village in As-
siut where female heads were given workshops about handmade carpets and 
how to make them organized by the government and a carpet factory. The fe-
male heads of the village were given the tools and were employed by the factory. 
This example is found in many of Egypt’s rural areas. 

The process would be more complicated in urban areas but applicable. A 
study showing the most common profession in the urban area along with a vo-
cational education center for female-headed households would be required. This 
would create an opportunity for female heads to work near their homes. In order 
to facilitate and rapid the functioning of services in new cities, a modification in 
the city‘s administrative system should be made. A good example is how they 
manage new cities, abroad by assigning a key person to be the head of the city to 
be responsible for managing the city facilities and make sure that the city is 
functioning properly [18] [19] [20]. 

The experts mentioned in the interviews a number of drawbacks regarding the 
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Egyptian market offerings which were verified by field visits to some of the 
housing projects. There was a serious problem with the sites’ accessibility as it 
took a long time to find a transportation method heading there. Also, the lack of 
pre-planned service areas led to the emergence of unplanned services within the 
residential areas.  

6. Conclusions 

The research suggests some interesting findings about the female-headed 
households’ group in Egypt. The female heads are very aware of their housing 
problems and needs and many of their suggestions could be easily translated in-
to actual design solutions. There were considerable similarities between the 
housing preferences of the female-headed households and the two-parent fami-
lies when it comes to the basic housing needs such as good public transportation 
and accessible services within walking distance. Such basic needs are lacking in 
most of the market offerings targeting the female heads.  

Female-headed households are offered few choices of new housing as their 
marital status and affordability problems affected their housing situation and 
resulted in their elimination from the private sector target list. Moreover, the 
public sector investments are mostly oriented towards the low-income families. 
Another point worth noting is that a large number of the female-headed house-
holds deflect away from the public sector offerings because of services and acces-
sibility problems. In some cases, it appeared that the female-headed households 
are satisfied with living in areas that have services and accessibility issues as they 
have found compensation in the quality of the public realm as well as the com-
munity support and acceptance. 

The female heads and the experts agreed on some essential requirements for 
the housing of female-headed households. These requirements include proximi-
ty of the housing unit to the workplace of the household head as well as the in-
corporation of supportive community centers within the neighborhood.  

Finally one of the major findings was the importance of considering the social 
environment and support while targeting groups that suffer from social vulnera-
bility such as female-headed households, and realizing that targeting these 
groups using Physical design-oriented solutions alone is not enough. 
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