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Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

Descriptor

Building on three pilot studies conducted from 2017–2020, this 3-year funded study (GRF 15600621, HK$888,662, 
2021–2024) examines the socio-spatial evolution of Tai O, a historic peri-urban settlement on Lantau Island, Hong 
Kong. Settled in 1632, Tai O is distinguished by its densely packed ‘stilt houses’. Over the years, ‘boat people’ living here 
have experienced colonial-era geopolitical shifts that have altered policy rhetoric oriented towards Tai O and similar 
settlements, transitioning from ‘slums to be cleared’ to contemporary calls to ‘conserve its cultural heritage’. Positioned 
between architectural and urban studies, and between political geography and sociology, this research draws upon 
Lefebvre’s The Urban Revolution to understand legacy settlements in the context of global urbanisation; Turner’s 
examination and explication of informal settlements; and Anderson’s studies of boat people. The findings demonstrate 
Tai O’s evolving relationship to its geopolitical context, advancing research on stilt housing morphology and spatial 
practices, boat people’s socio-spatial practices and comparisons with other settlement patterns. They also illuminate 
how Tai O residents negotiate, conserve and manage the village’s cultural assets throughout developmental changes. 
The research methods included an extensive literature and archival review, a novel physical survey using 3D scanning 
and ethnographic studies that recorded stilt house residents’ oral histories. The research was disseminated through 
lectures, exhibitions, academic papers and community engagements. The findings elucidate the distinctive physical 
interconnections, customary spatial sharing and interhousehold negotiations that distinguish stilt housing; how 
toleration, solidarity, household autonomy and social codependence are highly valued by stilt house inhabitants, who 
connect these values to stilt housing conditions; the evolution of spatial sharing practices distinct from the formalised 
and spatially delineated context of late capitalist land-use planning; and knowledge exchange and engagement within 
Tai O’s resident community, which has mobilised the identification of and advocacy for its cultural assets.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Personal Profile: Associate Professor Daniel Keith Elkin

Associate Professor Daniel Elkin’s research examines how social 
structures and practices interact with physical environments, adopting 
a historical–structural and geopolitical perspective to understand how 
socio-spatial environments coevolve. He takes a particular interest in 
housing and urban development through architectural and 
sociological studies, contributing to research with his expertise in 
digital physical surveying, ethnography, and quantitative and 
qualitative analysis applied to socio-spatial theories and practices. 
Elkin was the principal investigator in the Hong Kong ‘Housing and 
social ethnography project’, which included a General Research Fund 
(GRF)-funded 3-year collaboration between the PolyU School of Design 
(SD) and the Department of Applied Social Sciences (APSS). He led the 
project’s methodological development, implementation and 
dissemination for work in Tai O (see multi-component output (MCO) 1) 
as well as comparative multimarket survey and in-depth pilot research 
in Kowloon City and Cheung Sha Wan (MCO 2). Educated as an 
architect, Elkin began his academic research career at PolyU in 2016 
conducting applied research in digital fabrication. Working in Hong 
Kong stimulated his interests in housing, sociology, anthropology and 
the relationships between spatial and social phenomena. He is a 
tenured research faculty member, received the 2021 PolyU Young 
Innovative Research Award and received a 2020 Smart50 Award for 
public data collection in Tai O Village.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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1. What impact has the changing geopolitical context around Tai O Village had on the village and on stilt housing in 
terms of its development, administration and management?

2. What physical/architectural conditions and spatial usage right conditions distinguish stilt housing from other 
housing patterns?

3. Do boat people have a distinct socio-spatial theory?

• Do historical and contemporary sources suggest that boat people have a distinct ‘social theory’ (i.e. a set of 
ideas about how people should relate to each other and what people should value)?

• Does that social theory connect to or impact physical space and spatial usage practices to become a socio-
spatial theory of stilt housing?

4. What differentiates stilt house residents’ socio-spatial theory from its surrounding context?

5. What steps have Tai O Villagers and stilt house residents taken to negotiate developmental change and maintain or 
reproduce their cultural assets?

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

Research Questions
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Research Outputs

• Conference Papers

• ‘Persistent Informality and Cultural Heritage: Stilt Housing in Tai O Village.’ The 11th East Asian Conference in 
Alternative Geography (EARCAG), 2025. PIRA Link.

• ‘Digital Cultural Heritage Conservation: Sampling Stilt Houses in Tai O Village.’ International Association of 
Societies of Design Research Congress 2023: Life-Changing Design, 2023. 
https://doi.org/10.21606/iasdr.2023.212

• ‘Digital Conservation in Tai O Village: Point Cloud Space and Architecture Conservation Legibility.’ 9th 
International Conference on New Trends in Architecture and Interior Design: 9th ICNTAD ’23, 2023. PIRA Link.

• ‘Situated Knowledge Utility and Emergence in Tai O Village: A Living Lab in the Back-Loop of COVID-19.’ 
International Social Innovation Research Conference 2021: Enabling the Change! Social innovation and 
Enterprises for a Better Future, 2021. PIRA Link.

• Book Chapters

• ‘Alignments of Architecture and Commoning in Tai O Village: Architecture Critique and Fields of Adversity.’ 
2020. Design Commons. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5

• Visual Materials

• Point Cloud datasets: ‘3D LiDAR and Photogrammetry Scans of a Stilt House in Tai O Village – 2022 – Case’ [20 
Case numbers, 023157-941756]. (Links available on later slides.)

• Oral History Transcript datasets: ‘Ethnographic Interview Transcripts from Interviews with Residents of a Stilt 
House in Tai O Village – 2022’ [20 Case numbers, 023157-941756]. (Links available on later slides.)

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

https://ira.lib.polyu.edu.hk/bitstream/10397/112560/1/Elkin_Persistent%20Informality%20and%20Cultural%20Heritage_LQ.pdf
https://doi.org/10.21606/iasdr.2023.212
https://ira.lib.polyu.edu.hk/bitstream/10397/112610/1/Elkin_Digital_Conservation_Tai.pdf
https://research.polyu.edu.hk/en/publications/situated-knowledge-utility-and-emergence-in-tai-o-village-a-livin/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
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Research Field & Key References

• Field 1: Urban studies concern the 
development of the built environment as a 
physical and social phenomenon. 

• Two ideas from this field serve as a 
theoretical departure point for this MCO:

• From LeFebvre: Urbanisation is historical, global 
and socially ubiquitous.

• From LeFebvre: Researchers must understand 
peri-urban settlements (such as Tai O) through 
their historical, socio-structural relationship to 
their surroundings.

• Research in this MCO departs from this 
perspective by gathering literature that 
contextualises contemporary stilt housing 
through its history.

• Field 2: Housing research on informal 
settlements concerns how people house 
themselves without normative permitting 
and planning.

• This MCO builds upon four ideas from this 
field:

• From John FC Turner: Housing is a thing people 
do in response to multiple needs, not just the 
need for physical shelter.

• From Turner: Housing autonomy, the freedom to 
specify or choose housing, facilitates the best 
housing outcomes.

• Research in this MCO departs from Turner’s ideas 
by studying physical and nonphysical housing 
conditions in a unique survey area.

• From Alan Smart and Lawrence Lai: Hong 
Kongese informal settlement conditions are 
determined by the region’s history.

• From Smart and Lai: Hong Kongese governments 
have managed informality differently over time.

• Research in this MCO departs from this 
perspective by detailing inhabitants’ historical 
and contemporary circumstances in an informal 
settlement.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Field & Key References

• Field 3: Research on boat people, Tai O Village 
and stilt housing concerns the specific 
subculture of people who live and work on 
water in Hong Kong, their settlements and 
their transitional stilt housing practices.

• This MCO builds on seven ideas from this 
field.

• From Eugene Anderson and Hiroaki Kani: Boat 
people were a Cantonese subculture that lived on 
water.

• From Anderson and Kani: Their culture was like 
land-dwellers’ but differentiated by habitation 
patterns and an accompanying distinct social 
theory.

• Research in this MCO builds on their work with a 
detailed ethnography of boat people that 
combines physical surveying and social analysis.

• From Allen Chun: Land tenure reform in colonial 
Hong Kong (HK) followed a lineage village model, 
which excluded boat people.

• Research in this MCO relies on Chun’s work to 
explore how HK governments managed boat 
people’s habitation practices.

• From Kuah & Liu: Contemporary HK government 

attitudes towards Tai O are ambiguous and 
opportunistically motivated by regional 
competition.

• Research in this MCO builds on this idea by 
exploring how this context affects stilt house 
inhabitants, especially when tourism 
development in Tai O intensifies.

• From Gary Yeung: Stilt housing evolved from boat 
people’s transitional housing practices into a 
coherent architectural typology.

• From Yeung: Stilt houses coevolved with boat 
people’s socioeconomic development in littoral 
zones.

• Research in this MCO builds on Yeung’s work with 
a detailed physical survey of stilt houses in 2021–
22 and complements his recent work on littoral 
habitation.

• From Wong Wai King: Stilt housing connects to 
boat people’s fishing culture extending back to 
the 1600s. 

• Research in this MCO builds on King’s local 
anthropology with a detailed scientific record of 
physical stilt house conditions and accompanying 
oral histories.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Notes on Multi-Component Output (MCO) 
Structure

• Our work in Tai O Village involved research in 
two phases.

Pilot Projects Phase

• 2017–2020.

• Slides/pages 11–15.

• Research evaluated in Research Assessment 
Exercise (RAE) 2020.

• Through this work researchers developed 
connections and groundwork necessary for the 
GRF-funded project phase.

GRF-Funded Project Phase – RAE 2026

• 2021–2024.

• Slides/pages 16–37.

• Current research contributing to most recent 
publications.

Top:  A prototyping project typical of the pilot projects phase

Bottom: A 3D scan of a stilt house from the GRF-funded project phase

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Notes on Multi-Component Output (MCO) 
Structure (Continued)

• This MCO is comprised of research on pages 16-37.

• This includes stilt house digital surveying workflows and 

20 datasets that include digital scans of stilt houses, 

shown on page 20;

• Oral history interviews and documents that include 20 

transcripts of ethnographic interviews, shown on page 

21;

• And drawings, analytical diagrams, and exhibition 

materials that include 20 posters of drawings, diagrams, 

and text, shown on pages 26-28.

• Research findings from these MCO contents are 

summarized on pages 28-35.

Top:  Dr. Chi-Yuen Leung interviewing a stilt house resident during the 
GRF-Funded Project.

Bottom: a 3D scan of stilt house from the GRF-Funded Project Phase

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Section 1: Pilot Studies 2017–2020

• Research began just as COVID emerged in 2019.

• Dr. Chi-Yuen Leung connected with personal 
contacts at the Tai O YWCA, which became our 
field liaison organization (2019–2024).

• Leslie Ho, YWCA project leader, connected us to 
stakeholders in Tai O.

• To learn about the SLB’s effects, we held three 
focus groups on one topic each: tourism 
development, transportation and community 
projects in Tai O.

• We summarised focus group findings and 
returned them to participants for their 
feedback.

Top: A screenshot of one of the online focus groups.

Bottom: Results from the accompanying Google Forms survey.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Outcomes, Findings & Further Research 

Pilot Project 
Outcomes

A. Public feedback 
session collateral (9 
bilingual posters, 
unused because of the 
onset of COVID-19).

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

A B

A
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Research Outcomes, Findings & Further Research 

Pilot Project 
Outcomes

A. Site documentation, 
precedent study and 
schematic planning for 
3 alternative schemes 
for the Yim Tin Event 
Space…

B. …including further 
development of 1 
scheme into an 
outdoor event space, 
tourism education 
facility and Rural 
Committee office and 
meeting room.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

A B
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Prototypes & Materials 

Pilot Project Findings

• RQ1: What impact has the changing geopolitical context 
around Tai O Village had on the village and on stilt 
housing in terms of its development, administration and 
management?

• RQ5: What steps have Tai O Villagers and stilt house 
residents taken to negotiate developmental change and 
maintain or reproduce their cultural assets?

• Active stakeholders in Tai O noted in 2019 that tourism 
development was increasing, as was traffic on 
transportation and pedestrian paths. 

• They voiced interest in initiatives that would help them 
understand and respond to these changes.

• Stakeholders and local administrators supported a 
pedestrian traffic monitoring project in Tai O.

• The project’s findings supported stakeholders’ 
observations: Pedestrian traffic in Tai O increased on 
weekends and public holidays, which may have been 
tourism related.

• Stakeholders and local administrators provisionally 

supported design initiatives meant to address increase 
tourism development in Tai O Village.

• These initiatives, however, did not move forward:

• Our proposal to renovate Tai O’s museum was 
reviewed in the 2022 Lantau Conservation Fund 
(LCF) final round. 

• It was not funded because the museum 
building’s ownership was unclear, and the Rural 
Committee did not provide written support.

• The CEDD did not review our Yim Tin Event Space 
scheme, stating that the CEDD scheme was 
already under planning review.

03/12/2025 14

Research Outcomes, Findings & Further Research

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village



Research Methods, 
Prototypes & Materials 

03/12/2025 15

Research Outcomes, Findings & Further Research

Further Research: Transition to the General 
Research Fund (GRF)-Funded Project

• The pilot projects followed a social innovation activist 

research model.

• They failed to affect building- or urban-scale change.

• However, they familiarised our team with Tai O Village 

and with stilt houses.

• Stilt houses are threatened: These densely built, light 

wooden structures are vulnerable to fires, typhoons 

and flooding.

• We worked to secure a GRF grant directed towards 

more sustainable pure research on stilt housing.

• The local museum renovation project could potentially 

still find support from the LCF.

Top: A stilt house under construction in 2021.

Bottom: A stilt house that burned down in the same year.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Section 2: GRF Project, 2021–2024

• Why stilt houses in Tai O?

• Turner’s books Housing by People and Freedom to Build 
changed Elkin’s research direction.

• He increasingly explored questions about housing, 
especially in relation to Turner’s theses:

• That housing is a process guided by multiple 
decision-making factors.

• And that autonomy in housing 
specification/choice delivers the best housing 
outcomes.

• He developed homewise.design (now inactive) to 
gather and visualise housing data using Turner’s 
‘Household Accounting Survey’.

Top:  Homewise.design original entry page.

Bottom: Homewise.design sample result showing a user’s data in one of 
Turner’s Household Accounting ‘kite’ diagrams.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Section 2: GRF Project, 2021–2024

• Elkin met Wong Wai King and read her book Tai O: Love 

Stories of the Fishing Village, and he also read Gary 

Yeung’s articles on stilt housing.

• Stilt housing offered a site to investigate Turner’s ideas 

in Hong Kong.

• Stilt housing is a diverse, longstanding typology. 

• Hypothetically, stilt house dwellers fine-tune their 

housing to meet diverse needs over time.

• It is an unpermitted development pattern.

• Hypothetically, stilt house dwellers have or had real 

autonomy in specifying their housing, within some 

limits.

Image: An aerial view of stilt houses in Tai O from the 1970s. Courtesy of the 
HK Government Information Services Department.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Section 2: GRF Project, 2021–2024

• To explore Turner’s ideas in a stilt housing context, the 

GRF-funded study proposed two kinds of data collection:

• A physical survey, using digital 3D environment scanning, 

and a Household Accounts survey, following Turner’s 

design.

• The GRF proposal secured PolyU Human Subjects Ethics 

Clearance and was funded HK$888,662 from 2021–2024.

• Stilt house sampling followed a purposive snowball 

method. 

• Leslie Ho from the YWCA helped secure dweller 

participation.

• Stilt house occupants, often elderly or illiterate, did not 

respond well to our Household Accounting survey.

• Instead, we conducted long-format (40+ min) ethnographic 

interviews with 1 or more occupant in each house (n = 20 

households, 24 informants).

Top and Bottom: Dr. Chi-Yuen Leung with stilt house residents in Tai O Village.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Section 2: GRF Project, 2021–2024

• Interviews were conducted in Cantonese and semi-

structured around housing themes: informants’ 

housing biographies, conditions and affinity.

• After each interview, we used the Leica BLK2GO LiDAR 

and photogrammetry scanner to scan each stilt house 

during a 5–15-minute walkthrough scan.

• We chose the BLK2GO because of its portability, ease 

of use and ability to capture detailed, transferrable and 

durable records of stilt houses’ physical conditions.

• Data collection concluded in 2022.

Top: A parallel view of a scan of a stilt house with a partial orthographic plan 
drawing overlaid.

Bottom: A perspective view of a stilt house interior in a point cloud file.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Section 2: GRF Project, 2021–2024

• Both datasets required significant refinement.

• The BLK2GO captures point cloud data, i.e. a collection 
of XYZ coordinates and RGB colour values that 
describe spaces and objects.

• Extracting useful information (e.g. stilt houses’ gross-
floor area, glazing area or kitchen size) required 
developing floor plans from each point cloud.

• Audio from ethnographic interviews also required 
transcription into text and translation into English – 
about 750 pages of interview transcripts.

• Transcripts made the conversion of rich interview data 
into meaningful summaries possible.

• Researchers ‘coded’ the interview data to summarise 
important ‘themes’ or ideas.

Top: A parallel view of a scan of a stilt house with a partial orthographic plan 
drawing overlaid.

Bottom: An example of an interview transcript file.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Section 2: GRF Project, 2021–2024

• Handling the informants’ data also required care and 
preparation. 

• Apart from obvious privacy concerns, policies that 
govern development in Tai O required extra care.

• Our original plan was to sample 50 stilt house-dwelling 
households. We only successfully sampled 20 by 
leveraging personal relationships.

• Why? Stilt houses are administered by the Squatter 
Control Policy (SCP). 

• Stilt house residents who are found to have modified 
their housing from conditions recorded in 1982 may 
face serious enforcement action.

• We therefore anonymised the informants’ data using 
random case numbers and only published anonymised 
versions of interview transcripts under 1-year 
embargoes.

Top: A parallel view of a scan of a stilt house with a partial orthographic plan 
drawing overlaid.

Bottom: An example of an interview transcript file.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Methods, Prototypes & Materials 

Section 2: GRF Project, 2021–2024

• Next came a ‘zooming out’.

• Learning about land administration history from 
Smart, Lai, Kuah & Liu, Lai and our informants’ 
testimony inspired one last data collection effort.

• We reviewed records in the Hong Kong Government 
Records Service Archive to understand Tai O’s history.

• This, in turn, led to additional review of anthropological 
research by Anderson, Kani and others to understand 
boat people’s history and social development.

• We also interviewed a former HK Lands Department 
officer about the situation in Tai O Village.

• This additional literature review contributed to our 
most recent publications.

Image: An archival document from the Hong Kong Government Records 
Service Archive including a Lands Department memorandum (1904) on stilt 
houses at Tai O Village. (Image courtesy of the Public Records Office, 
Government Records Service, used with permission.)

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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Research Outcomes, Findings & Further Research 

GRF Project Outcomes

The GRF Project results have 
been included in 2 Journal 
articles, 3 conference papers 
and 3 public lectures.

Other output:

A. Point cloud files of 20 stilt 
houses were published in 
the Mendeley Data 
Repository for digital 
conservation, research 
and public study.

B. Each point cloud is a 
downloadable, fully 3-
dimensional record of 
one stilt house (turntable 
video demonstration 
here). Links by Case:

023157, 069817, 128590, 
169032, 241590, 261094, 
326789, 328954, 478523, 
539775, 583904, 651290, 
687795, 694827, 705384, 
729485, 729580, 837295, 
853147, 941756

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

A

B

Click here to view a video showing a stilt house scan point 
cloud in 3D.

https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/k4w8k846jc/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/yykn6sc2z6/3
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/54g27c6w5s/2
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/yzz73dt884/2
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/tpgm6jmfmd/2
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/sn5x29s5wm/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/z2jx4wk5yf/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/bx8wb44gp4/2
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/zt9wszx28y/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/p5b45mx4c4/2
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/m6rbnc3c7r/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/kjczgc5sgx/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/bk5pfkp3zt/2
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/m7fgr5nx7p/2
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/5jcjbnyx4h/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/jm9vwdsdm6/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/gddtdktjwp/2
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/5478ckvpds/2
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/wjd5wss4md/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/vtt9tg8pk4/1
https://ira.lib.polyu.edu.hk/video.jsp?id=115336
https://ira.lib.polyu.edu.hk/video.jsp?id=115336
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Research Outcomes, Findings & Further Research 

GRF Project 
Outcomes

A. Since audio of the stilt 
house occupants’ oral 
histories cannot safely 
be published, full 
anonymised versions 
of interview transcripts 
are also available 
publicly in the 
Mendeley Data 
Repository following 
the embargo period.

Links by Case Number:

023157, 069817, 128590, 
169032, 241590, 261094, 
326789, 328954, 478523, 
539775, 583904, 651290, 
687795, 694827, 705384, 
729485, 729580, 837295, 
853147, 941756

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

A

https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/fpsbgys244/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/zy8dzv7bv3/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/bjp4ztv566/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/z9thfbvv8w/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/mwv33b4p3z/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/wc3x6t77b6/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/kgkt3g2gsy/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/nsrhr88788/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/xhp848hr4x/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/rms35d3395/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/bstxw5nw2h/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/s99f6rsnd3/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/94zkcdwstv/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/m43py7crm7/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/sm348rkz3v/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/7s37zjvzgv/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/992t6wscnw/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/wj397j3p8y/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/kvp8zd76f6/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/8krvhn8ybw/1
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Research Outcomes, Findings & Further Research 

GRF Project 
Outcomes

A. The thematic 
summary was 
completed in spring 
2024. The coding 
document cannot be 
widely published, but 
it can be shared with 
researchers as a 
searchable, topical 
index of our interview 
data. Here, important 
topics (themes or 
codes)…

B. …are tied to original 
interview text 
quotations, which 
allows researchers to 
cross-reference 
interview data. 

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

B
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GRF Project Outcomes

We developed floor plans 
and analytical diagrams for 
all 20 houses in our 
sample. 

These drawings were 
published in a PolyU SD 
Gallery exhibition and 
accompanying lecture in 
December 2024. The 
project posters were also 
digitally published here.

Information from the 
posters support most of 
our findings about stilt 
house architecture.

A. Project introduction 
posters…

B. …cross-case summary 
posters…

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

A B

https://ira.lib.polyu.edu.hk/handle/10397/112558
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GRF Project 
Outcomes

A. …for each of the 20 
houses.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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GRF Project Outcomes

A. Presentations of our 
findings at exhibitions 
and lectures led to 
personal 
communication with a 
Mr. Alan Lo, formerly of 
the HK Lands 
Department…

B. …and a ‘Mr. Lo’, who 
lived intermittently in a 
stilt house in Tai O 
Village and was a stilt 
house contractor’s son. 
Field notes on these 
personal 
communications are 
published here.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

A B

https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/s9c8nv3zpc/1
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GRF Project Findings

• RQ1: What impact has the changing geopolitical context 
around Tai O Village had on the village and on stilt 
housing in terms of its development, administration and 
management?

• Following Smart, HK Governments have treated informal 
settlements differently over time, allowing ‘managed 
persistence’ for varying political reasons.

• Following Kuah and Liu, the HK Government has 
promoted Tai O as strategically valuable cultural 
heritage.

• Despite this, HK government officers state goals to both 
eliminate ‘squatter structures’ and maintain stilt houses 
‘to facilitate culture conservation and community 
support’ (Wong, 2019).

• In sum, governments’ management of stilt housing has 
been uneven and impacted informants in our study.

• Informants in only 6 households in our sample clearly 
claimed rights to occupy their stilt housing.

• Of these 6, household case 729580 vacated their stilt 

house in 2021 after facing SCP enforcement action.

• Other informants expressed doubt and confusion about 
their tenure status.

• Many were fatalistic about stilt houses’ future, despite 
having strong attachment to their housing.

• Two stilt house informants noted recent tourism 
development impacts – increased cost of living and 
tourism traffic in Tai O Village.

• The same two recommended more development in Tai 
O – especially better public amenities.
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GRF Project Findings

• (Continued from the previous page.)

• HK Government’s specific handling of Tai O connects to 
the social history of boat people in Hong Kong.

• Anderson, Kani – Boat people were historically in the 
lowest Chinese social class.

• Allen Chun – Colonial land reform was modelled on 
Chinese lineage villages. People with landed lineage 
records received special land privileges.

• Anderson – Boat people could not and did not keep 
extensive family lineage records.

• HK’s colonisation legally codified boat people’s low 
status by excluding them from land tenure and other 
legal reforms.

• Anderson – Boat people’s habitation practices and 
occupations were different, but boat people were 
ethnically and culturally Cantonese – a subculture.

• Anderson – Many Cantonese family histories included 
habitation on water within 1–2 generations.

• But colonisers modelled land tenure reform on lineage 
villages, so they treated boat people very differently.

• Some were granted special fishing rights and water 
tenure (Lai), but most were not.

• In Tai O, stilt houses were designated as squatter 
structures and not boats, partly based on the personal 
discretion of colonial-era land officers, as shown in 
archival records.

• In sum, informal settlement management in Tai O has 
been uneven, inconsistent and politically contingent. 

• This has directly and negatively impacted stilt house 
occupants’ lives and livelihoods.

• Recent strategy (the SLB) is designed to promote stilt 
housing as a cultural heritage, but stilt house occupants’ 
situation has not meaningfully changed.
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Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

GRF Project Findings

• RQ2: What physical/architectural conditions and spatial 
usage right conditions distinguish stilt housing from 
other housing patterns?

• Spatial sharing and customary land tenure 
arrangements were clear patterns in our sample.

• 7 houses1 in our sample directly connected to 
neighbours’ dwellings and/or featured shared spatial 
usage areas.

• Informants in 5 houses² testified to complex land tenure 
arrangements, informally paying ‘ground rent' or 
sharing a stilt house license across several 
interconnected stilt houses.

• In sum, stilt houses' physical conditions were not only 
distinct, but they were also the product of historical 
development and personal/family histories.

• Stilt house occupants in our sample mostly voiced 
strong attachment to their stilt houses and compared 
stilt housing favourably with other options because of 
social connections, familiarity and personal or familial 
attachment to their housing.

1: Cases 023157, 169032, 326789, 328954, 687795, 694827, 853147. 2: 128590, 169032, 328954, 694827, 941756
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GRF Project Findings

• RQ3: Do boat people have a distinct socio-spatial 
theory?

• Do historical and contemporary sources suggest 
that boat people have a distinct ‘social theory’ 
(i.e. a set of ideas about how people should 
relate to each other and what people should 
value)?

• Does that social theory connect to or impact 
physical space and spatial usage practices to 
describe a socio-spatial theory of stilt housing?

• Anderson – Boat people were Cantonese people 
differentiated by living on water and accompanying 
conditions.

• Anderson – Their theory of society (i.e. ideas about how 
people should behave and relate to each other) was 
distinct from other Cantonese peoples, a, ‘variation on 
Chinese themes’.

• Anderson – Boat people valued autonomy, 
egalitarianism and communitarianism because these 
values were essential to surviving on water.

• Anderson – This impacted their expectations for spatial 
privacy and use. Boat people were very tolerant of 
spatial sharing and use negotiation.

• Stilt houses in our study showed a strong pattern of 
spatial sharing and use negotiation.

• Informant testimony also explicitly connected this spatial 
pattern to stilt house occupants’ social relationships and 
expectations, including personal familiarity and/or 
blood relations.

• Mr. Lo’s later testimony also connected stilt house 
residents’ social theory to spatial sharing.

• We can therefore see stilt houses as a physical 
expression of a socio-spatial theory. 

• This theory represents a way of building and using 
space that connects strongly to boat people’s social 
values and expectations for behaviour.
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GRF Project Findings

• RQ4: What differentiates stilt house residents’ socio-
spatial theory from its surrounding context?

• There are only around 350 stilt houses left in Tai O 
Village, and Tai O’s stilt house districts are the largest 
that remain.

• Stilt housing is increasingly uncommon in Hong Kong.

• Anderson – As of 1975, ‘almost no one lived on water’.

• Lin (2022) – Only about 1,125 boat people left.

• Stilt house occupants’ customary tenure agreements are 
also legally different from the surrounding, highly 
formalised real estate environment.

• How the relationship between boat people’s social 
theory and stilt housing’s spatial conditions compares to 
other socio-spatial theories in HK is harder to know.

• Mr. Lo made comparisons: ‘The interconnected 
construction of stilt houses fosters harmonious 
relationships among residents, more evident compared 
to the detached houses in rural areas of the New 

Territories’.

• Mr. Lo did not provide much evidence to support his 
assertion.

• There are likely other housing conditions under which 
residents negotiate and tolerate spatial sharing well for 
similar or other reasons.

• This is an area for further research explored in MCO2.
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GRF Project Findings

• RQ5: What steps have Tai O Villagers and stilt house 

residents taken to negotiate developmental change and 

maintain or reproduce their cultural assets?

• Most stilt house residents in our sample were elderly 

(mean age = 70.95 years). 

• We asked them about their outlook for their stilt 

houses, trying to understand their intentions for the 

future.

• Many were fatalistic and expected the HK Government 

to repossess or demolish the stilt houses.

• Many also stated their intention to pass their stilt 

houses on to children or other descendants, which is 

technically illegal for most.

• One stilt house (941756) was occupied under a family 

sharing arrangement at the time of our survey, and 

another occupant (in house 705384) entertained 

donating his stilt house to a charity after his death.

• At the time of our survey, intentions to conserve and 

maintain stilt houses varied family-to-family and 

depended on younger family members’ preferences.

• In sum, evidence of some incidental – but no organised 

– efforts to conserve stilt housing as a practice was 

found in our study. 

• However, many stilt houses supported multiple 

generations of families in Tai O, who lived in stilt houses 

in intermittent and/or permanent occupation patterns.
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Further Research

• Policies constraining development in Tai O Village make 
thorough sampling of stilt housing difficult.

• Recent personnel changes at the Tai O YWCA have also 
limited our ability to continue working with them. 

• Further research in Tai O will therefore focus on:

• Processing and publishing the GRF data.

• Exploring archival and grey literature sources for 
more information on boat people and land 
policy.

• Pursuing the local museum renovation project in 
Tai O if feasible.

• Other research will study housing elsewhere to develop 
comparison cases and better support the findings 
reported here.

• Larger sample sizes and opportunities for inferential 
analysis are also a research objective (see MCO 2).

• Elkin’s research focus is also narrowing to study social 
solidarity and its relationship to physical space variables 
more intently.
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Research Dissemination

Pilot Project Dissemination

• The International Social Innovation Research 
Conference 2021 conference paper explores 
collaborative governance regimes and the pilot project’s 
experimental approach.

• The UIA 2020 27th World Congress of Architects 
conference paper focuses on tourism development and 
housing construction technology in Tai O. 

• The book chapter included in Design Commons: 
Practices, Processes and Crossovers, published by 
Springer, proposes a conceptual genealogy linking 
architectural theories to Elinor Ostrom’s scholarship on 
the commons and then critiques our living lab work 
within this theoretical framework.

• Public lectures that have featured work from the pilot 
projects include:

• An August 2022 public lecture at PolyU 
exploring urban futures in informal settlements 
in HK and Cape Town, South Africa.

• A July 2021 public lecture at PolyU discussing 
urban and peri-urban relationships.

• A May 2021 lecture at PolyU discussing 
technical aspects of the project.

• A May 2021 lecture at PolyU connecting the 
projects to ‘the commons’ and data sharing.

• A February 2021 lecture at Hong Kong 
University connecting the projects to 
collaborative governance regimes.

• A September 2020 lecture at PolyU connecting 
the projects to resilience theory.

• The pilot projects were disseminated via one public 
exhibition/installation, the ‘Tai O Village Pedestrian 
Monitoring Project’, from 2019–2020.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village

https://research.polyu.edu.hk/en/publications/situated-knowledge-utility-and-emergence-in-tai-o-village-a-livin/
https://research.polyu.edu.hk/en/publications/situated-knowledge-utility-and-emergence-in-tai-o-village-a-livin/
https://www.acsa-arch.org/proceedings/International%20Proceedings/ACSA.Intl.2021/ACSA.Intl.2021.7.pdf
https://www.acsa-arch.org/proceedings/International%20Proceedings/ACSA.Intl.2021/ACSA.Intl.2021.7.pdf
https://www.acsa-arch.org/proceedings/International%20Proceedings/ACSA.Intl.2021/ACSA.Intl.2021.7.pdf
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6_5
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-95057-6
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Research Dissemination

GRF Project Dissemination

• The Hong Kong Institute of Architects (HKIA) Journal 
article is a viewpoint piece recommending a socio-
normative approach to AI technology, explored using 
point cloud data from the GRF project. 

• The 11th East Asian Conference in Alternative 
Geography (EARCAG) conference paper summarised our 
informants’ experiences in the context of ‘informality’ in 
HK following Smart and Lai’s studies.

• The International Association of Societies of Design 
Research (IASDR) 2023 conference paper reviewed the 
GRF project as a digital conservation effort and focused 
on 3D scanning as a technique for conserving 
threatened vernacular architecture.

• The 9th International Conference on New Trends in 
Architecture and Interior Design conference paper 
reviewed the 3D scanning and digital conservation 
workflow implemented in the GRF project.

• Public lectures that have featured work from the GRF 
Project include:

• A December 2024 public lecture at PolyU 

summarising findings from the project.

• A November 2024 lecture at PolyU to visiting 
faculty from Silpakorn University detailing the 
project’s digital surveying approach.

• A June 2023 public lecture at PolyU connecting 
findings from the GRF project to other research 
on housing satisfaction (MCO 2).

• The GRF project results were also disseminated through 
a public gallery exhibition at the School of Design’s 10th 
Floor Gallery in December 2024.

Boat People Housing Culture: an in-depth case study of Tai O Village
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