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The immediate living environment: impressions of house, home, and social functioning 

2 December 2021, EH Ryke 

Abstract 

The overarching purpose of this address is to revisit the immediate living environment from a 

person-in-environment social work perspective and approach.  My thesis is that without a solid 

and nuanced conceptual framework to guide home environment assessment, intervention and 

evaluation, the scope and impact on people's social functioning in this environment will go 

unnoticed and remain invisible. An opportunity is thus lost to form a truly holistic impression of 

what the home environment contributes to the social (un)wellbeing of members of vulnerable 

groups. I close the presentation by discussing nuances and expansions to the social niche I 

proposed in a study as a theoretical model for appraising people's immediate environment. 

 

Introduction 

Good evening ladies, gentlemen, colleagues, friends, and family. Thank you for sharing this 

special occasion with me. You all are, in some part, who I am today. As you heard from the 

introduction, my interest is psychosocial health from a person-in-environment perspective. 

Before embarking on my impressions of house, home, and social functioning-our immediate 

living environment, I would like to start with a childhood memory.  

One of my earliest memories is my pet hamster giving birth and the dad hamster swallowing the 

newly born babies the exact moment they were born. I was shocked and disgusted. I instinctively 

removed him to save the remaining babies. It took me some time to process my feelings, but 

cognitively I struggled to understand what had happened. The memory stayed with me. One day, 

when sharing this story with my husband, a zoologist by training, his explanation shed light on 

what mystified me. I then could immediately connect this hamster event and my social work 

understanding of the person in the environment. In my ignorance, I had made a comfortable 

place for the to-be parents in a wastepaper basket, not realising that the limited and constricted 

space had created an unfavourable environment for giving birth. The mother could not get rid of 

the male; something she would have done was it possible. The hamster dad had experienced 

environmental stress and did what was necessary. His offspring would not have survived in that 

limited space, hence the elimination—behaviour perfectly normal in the animal kingdom.  

 

The hamster experience influenced me to take a closer look at people and their environment. It 

sparked a more profound interest in a fundamental social work perspective and approach in 

social work: the person-in-environment (PIE). The PIE is a conceptual lens that views the client 

as part of an environmental system. As an approach, it considers a person's ecosystems, 

including the relationship with and between the person and various subsystems, and how they 

influence each other (Weyers, 2020).   

 

My ultimate interest is the immediate living environment of people, their house, home, and their 

social functioning in this space. Tonight, it gives me great joy to share my thoughts and 

impressions on this theme with you.  

 

House and home 
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From their first year, we teach social work students to consider a person as part of different 

groups and a community and as part of society. We teach them that it is vital to assess people's 

environment and help them adapt to the requirements of that environment, improve the 

transaction between them, or work towards changing the environment if it does not meet their 

needs, or is unjust. I acknowledge that we teach students methods, guiding them how to work 

with communities to effect change. I observe a gap when considering the immediate 

environment during one-on-one facilitation of change and development with individuals and 

families. In this one-on-one context, the environment concept is not sufficiently translated into 

theory and practice. Here are a few examples: child protection social workers assess a child's 

home environment as part of their investigations and screening. The same applies when 

investigating reports of possible neglect or abuse of an older person, or screening people's 

suitability to adopt or foster a child. Although it is true that safety assessments, such as in the 

field of child protection, specify the physical conditions in the home that can signify neglect 

(Horwarth, 2007), these assessments are by deficit focused.  However, my observation is that 

social workers at most follow the Children's Act (Act 38 of 2005) to report on the type, size, and 

ownership of housing and describe their impression of their client's housing environment. This 

description of an impression can be problematic, more so if it is based on expert objective 

observation and is removed from people's lived experience. My interest is geared towards how 

people construct the world they live in, from a perspective that strengths are inherent in both 

people, their environments, and their transactions with their settings.  

 

Considering the above, it strikes me that there is rarely any theoretical underpinning that backs 

up the transactional dimension of these types of investigations and impressions. Though social 

work preaches a person-in-environment approach, it is often without a solid and nuanced 

understanding of the person-environment transaction as a significant dimension when 

considering the home environment of individuals and families. Conceptual frameworks to guide 

a home environment assessment, intervention, and evaluation, seem to be weak. Some of my 

research (Ryke, 2004) was partly motivated by this weakness. Amongst others Littman, as 

recently as 2021, concurred that the studies on this relationship are limited and place-based 

theory not sufficiently operationalised towards social work practice.  

 

I will now share with you my exploration of people and their home environment to contribute 

towards a nuanced understanding of house, home, and the social functioning of people. In the 

title of this presentation, I refer to both house and home to indicate that my focus is both on the 

physical and the social aspects of this environment—where house refers to the physical dwelling 

place, and a home the socially constructed place.   The thesis of my presentation is that without 

solid and nuanced conceptual frameworks to guide home environment assessment, intervention, 

and evaluation, the scope and impact on people's social functioning in this environment will go 

unnoticed and remain invisible. An opportunity is thus lost to form a truly holistic impression of 

what the home environment contributes to the social (un) wellbeing of members of vulnerable 

groups. 
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The immediate living environment as a social niche 

In a study published in 2004, I introduced the social niche as a theoretical model for appraising 

people's immediate living environment in terms of its strengths and risks and better 

comprehending transactional interactions between individuals and their environment (Ryke, 

2004). The ecological niche analogy served as the foundation for the social niche concept. 

I defined a person's social niche as what that person experiences and describes as being available 

to them in their immediate living environment, including the different settings they occupy, its 

conditions, resources, and the categories of people present. It includes that person's account of 

the relationship between them and the above elements and the relationships between these 

elements. It also reflects the individual's perception of their role and contribution in and to that 

environment. The person's description also reflects what they see as enabling, disabling or 

compressing characteristics and alternatives they see as viable to optimise their niche (Ryke, 

2004).  

 

The social niche, in essence, is the physical living space that people occupy, together with its 

nurturing elements. Weyers (2011) explains that people's nurturing environment comprises the 

systems they commonly interact with, which profoundly affect their sense of identity and 

functioning and contribute to or retracts from their social wellbeing.  The nurturing environment 

thus includes various settings such as home, family, friends, neighbours, local community, 

church, clubs, school, or workplace.  The nurturing environment closely correlates with place, 

defined by Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) as meaningful locations.  According to the third place 

theory of Oldenburg and Brissett (1982), the place we call home is our first place, our second 

place is where we find purpose, which is work/school, while our third place is the places where 

we spend time between home and work to relax and where our social status does not matter. I 

understand the social niche as a blend of the nurturing and the physical environment embodied 

for a person or family.  I proposed the social niche to be inclusive of the places mentioned above, 

not only in the social, but also in the physical sense. 

 

It is evident from recent literature that both research and practice now use the niche concept. 

Borrowed from international literature (Ryke included) in Flanders (Belgium), practitioners and 

academics commonly use the term enabling niche in the context of social work in poverty 

alleviation (Boone et al., 2020).  A recent Swedish study (Knutagård et al., 2021) on the 

challenges and possibilities of co-producing change in a social housing programme analysed 

how some places and initiatives created enabling niches.  Four factors in the latter study 

determined the social housing programme as an enabling niche. These factors included location, 

good links with social work organisations, nearby enabling and available institutions, and not 

risking losing their houses.  Under the factor of location, certain physical places were more 

enabling than others.  

 

When people perceive the conditions, resources, and daily life opportunities as adequate and 

supportive of their social functioning and growth, they have found an enabling niche. A 

compressed niche has a limited range of conditions, resources, and opportunities for people to 

make a decent living and is thus disabling. Opportunities for growth and development, 

meaningful interaction with others, and options for influencing and optimising the niche exist in 

enabling niches; these opportunities are absent or limited in a compressed niche (Ryke, 2004).  
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Although the studies mentioned above did not all apply the niche concept to the immediate living 

environment, they show the versatility of the idea and its use when considering person-in-

environment.  These studies, amongst others, are part of the recent growing focus on people and 

their environments from a social work perspective.   I will now explore the work of some of 

these scholars who focused on the home environment to show how the niche concept can aid 

social work practitioners and scholars in making the transactional dimension of the home 

environment of people's social functioning visible. 

 

Collapsed places 

Littman (2021) theoretically explores marginalised groups' place-realities and proposes a 

collapsed place model expanded from the theory of third places of Oldenburg and Brissett (1982). 

The collapsed place model applies to individuals and groups who cannot access various physical 

spaces - for instance, older people living in a care facility. Littman argues that if geography 

and/or access to places constrain people, the home, work, and places in the community that 

promote wellbeing and a sense of belonging can collapse into one location. This place is mainly 

the home. Yet, people in collapsed places still engage in processes of "socially constructing their 

everyday places" (p.1231); they build living spaces within collapsed places where first, second 

and third places can be distinguished (home, work, and places of play). For example, the 

incarcerated person constructs pseudo families inside facilities, where the cafeteria, for instance, 

becomes the workplace or the place to relax and socialise - thus, differentiating place within a 

collapsed place.   

 

Littman strikingly illuminates the collapsed space. Many of us gathered here tonight recently 

experienced living in a collapsed place when our work, home, and places of social engagement 

became one place. We all, in different ways, experienced its limiting effect on the human spirit 

and the 'creativity that emerged to get our needs met as social and purpose-seeking creatures' 

(p.1239). You perhaps already guessed that Littman referred to the Covid-19 pandemic and 

lockdowns when our living world shrank for some time. We will maybe now have more empathy 

and understanding for the many vulnerable social groups such as older adults, those incarcerated 

and homeless people. For them, living in a collapsed place is a living reality.          

 

Three interrelated sub-concepts of place 

Focussing on the physical environment, Akesson et al. (2017) present three sub-concepts of 

place, borrowed from the field of geography. These sub-concepts are place attachment, place 

identity, and territoriality that can deepen our understanding of how people relate to their living 

spaces.  They argue for a shift toward a focus on location as a new line of research and a more 

nuanced lens for considering the role of the physical environment in daily human functioning – 

what contributes to and hinders human wellbeing, comfort, and security. They make a debatable 

point that the physical environment has an equal, if not greater, impact on human functioning 

compared to the social environment.  Considering the effects of the statutory removal of a child 

to alternative care to protect them from dire home circumstances, they could have a point.  

Removing children from their parents implies being removed from their homes and community 

to new and unfamiliar places.  A literature review on the non-death bereavement interventions 
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for children in alternative care (Kuit & Ryke, 2021) confirms that these children experience 

severe trauma and loss when removed from their familiar home to a strange environment.  A 

participant in one study (Michell, 2016 in Kuit & Ryke, 2021) compared the experience to being 

kidnapped.  It is a loss of social bonds, toys, books, and pets – the things that belong to them and 

define their lives. 

 

Place attachment captures the notion of people forming attachments to physical places through 

their everyday involvement with these, the same way they form attachments with people.  A 

related term, placelessness, captures the experience of being in a location (e.g., a living 

environment), but not having any particular connection to that place.  I observe a good deal of 

place attachment ambivalence in an exercise we do with first-year students.  They have to draw a 

graphic representation, called an ecomap, of their current situation, indicating the different 

systems they interact with and placing their primary system in the middle of the map.  The 

question of what to put in the middle confronts them with a significant developmental reality of 

their current, transitional situation: the home they recently moved from or their new living 

arrangement (student accommodation).  This exercise often leads to reflections and discussions 

about where home is for them now.  The primary attachment at this stage is evidently home, yet 

many first-year students experience placelessness in the new university environment.  After 

passing of time, speaking to these same students, I can see that they form new attachments and 

that the university environment becomes part of their new identity.  Place identity refers to how 

our attachment to a physical place contributes towards the formation, maintenance, and 

preservation of our individual and collective identities.  The difficulty in detaching our 

memories, thoughts, values, emotions, and meanings from the physical location that ignited 

them, demonstrates the intertwining of self and place. We satisfy our basic human needs for 

security, identity, and stimulation in the territories we occupy. But then again, we need to 

influence and control these physical spaces to make them areas of sanctuary, identity, and 

stimulation.  The concept of territoriality captures this notion of our power to influence and 

control our immediate living environment. 

 

Let us now look at some of the photos from a series by James Mollison titled Where children 

sleep (2010). It includes photos of children of different ages from all over the world and 

illustrates these concepts.    

 

For these children, the familiar aroma, sound, visual, tactile, and taste aspects of home trigger all 

kinds of feelings and experiences, such as belonging and security or conversely not belonging or 

not being safe. Home is not always what we, as the observer, would expect. Although it is 

sometimes evident what is lacking in a living environment, Akesson et al. (2017) warn that our 

preconceived notions of place might obstruct our understanding of what it requires to manage 

daily life in a particular living space. As a result, they encourage social workers to ask clients 

more detailed questions to shape and grasp what they need for healthy social functioning. 
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The intersectionality of home 

An Australian study by Zuffery et al. (2020) looked at how intersecting identities and diversity 

impact one's concept of home. Home is described as both a material and an emotional space in a 

thematic analysis of 13 interviews. 'What does home mean to you?' was the interview question. 

The writers concluded that a complex confluence of circumstances forms the meanings of home 

and homeownership. Class, gender, religion, ethnicity, family of origin and cultural background, 

age, socioeconomic situation, citizenship status, having children, and migration are only a few of 

these influences.  

 

People's links to what they perceive to be their home or homes are expressed by various social 

differences. For the immigrants and refugees who took part in the study, home meant a safe and 

secure environment where no one questioned their religion, nationality, or culture. 

Homeownership was another major theme in this study. New or recent refugees and immigrants 

experienced place lessness or a lack of connection to the new dwelling in their new country. 

They, like the first-year students, were unsure of where they should call home. Most of the 

privileged individuals had a home in a desirable area with good schools and quality facilities, 

which symbolised status and security. Those from the less privileged groups could only dream of 

living in similar living conditions. 

 

Conclusion 

I close the presentation by asking: how do collapsed places, place attachment, place identity, 

territoriality, and intersectionality link back to the social niche, and how can the social niche 

concept assist social work practitioners and scholars in making the transactional dimension of the 

home environment of people's social functioning visible.  

 

To begin with, I propose that it is helpful to think of a person's social niche in terms of the 

different geographical territories they occupy in their social domain. Expanding on Oldenburg 

and Brisccett's theory, I propose that people ideally embed themselves not in three, but 

potentially four categories of places: 

• Places of belonging, such as the home. 

• Places of purpose, such as school and work. 

• Places of play, fun and relaxation such as a park or a club. 

But then I propose that there is a fourth place, that is 

• Places of services and acquisition such as shops and medical services. 

 

We can start by looking into people's answers to questions, such as "What does home mean to 

you?" and "Where is home?" Their responses might help us figure out where they feel at home 

and feel liked and welcomed. The focus is on their current dwelling place and possible 

alternative homes. For example, children in foster care can talk about their biological family and 

their foster family home. Listening to their experiences, thoughts, feelings, and values will 

provide insight into their lived environment, or how they generate meaning via their daily 

interactions with home, and attachment to their houses, and how these homes symbolise their 

unique and shared identities. 
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School, work, sites of service and acquisition, and places of play, fun and relaxation should all 

be explored further. The resources, services, and varied chances to meet requirements are 

referred to as places of service and acquisition. Locations of social interaction are places where 

people go to relax, play, and have fun. Places of social interaction are rarely examined in the 

context of social work practice with disadvantaged groups. Do we assume that those with low 

socioeconomic standing and those who live in resource-poor areas do not have access to such 

places or that they do not exist for them? Or, do we not consider areas of recreation and 

relaxation to be significant? From a strengths-based approach, let us consider all settings that 

support and maintain attachment and identity, or have the capacity and potential to do so, 

including places of social engagement and play. 

 

Unfortunately, the niche is not always enabling. It can compress or collapse or, even worse, be 

compressed and collapsed.  Not being embedded in various places for reasons such as 

insufficient opportunities to diversify the living environment or being confined to one place 

generates environmental stress that negatively impacts people's social functioning. Yet, people 

do optimise their niche in various ways. People with territoriality (the ability to influence and 

control their living spaces) rise above the constraints of a niche, allowing them to survive within 

it, modify it, and possibly shift to a different niche (Ryke, 2004). When people are in a 

compressed or collapsed niche, their innate and collective strengths may emerge. We can respect 

how people create social niches despite the constraints and restrictions of their living conditions 

in these compressed and collapsed environments. We can strive to understand their living 

conditions better.  

 

The purpose of exploring people and their social niche is to figure out what aspects of their daily 

human functioning help, and what impede their social wellbeing. To put it in another way, the 

purpose is to figure out what generates enabling niches and what causes compressed or collapsed 

niches. It is helpful to determine if this home and community is a decent place to grow up, live 

in, and feel at home. We should engage in dialogue and raise consciousness about place-based 

strategies for promoting enabling niches. We should ask: What is enabling, limiting and not 

ideal? What are their hopes and dreams? By considering place-based solutions, the purpose is to 

encourage or create enabling niches, expand their niche options, and remove barriers to 

involvement, engagement, and access. When dealing with collapsed places, creating distinct 

places within the collapsed space can be beneficial, something we all learned while in lockdown 

and working from home.  

 

I agree with Akesson et al. (2017) that social workers can lose sight of the complicated place-

based decisions required to navigate daily life if they become too familiar with a client's living 

environment. Alternatively, being too unfamiliar can lead one to not look beyond physical 

conditions. While we should not become insensitive, we should also refrain from imposing our 

ideas on other people's living spaces and instead investigate how they build their social niche. 

Furthermore, we would benefit from a greater understanding of the overlapping variables that 

influence our internal observations. Age, gender, race, ethnicity, culture, religion, spirituality, 

and so forth affect our lives significantly. Intersectionality encourages complexity by 

emphasising how many social identities overlap and fosters an appreciation for distinct social 

niches. 
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With all that said, ladies and gentlemen, I want to conclude this address with a song titled A 

place called home by songwriter Michael James Henderson and sung by Kim Richey on 

YouTube (Gribben, 2013). Take note of the themes of home, identity, and attachment as you 

listen and try to imagine yourself experiencing home through this person's eyes. 
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