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Private rent:  
A rapidly changing sector 
The private rented sector is sometimes overlooked as we focus on 
home ownership and affordable housing – but does it have a bigger 
role to play, and has that role already started? 

The role of the private rented sector 

has become a key topic in debates 

over how the demand from future 

household growth will be met.  

Given the recent low levels of home 

completions in the affordable and 

market sectors, this remains a 

challenging issue. 

The national tenure profile has 

changed in the past decade, with 

falling levels of owner occupation 

and social housing, yet with an 

increase in homes available for 

private rent.  

Arguably, for many households, 

social housing is no longer an option 

as they are not in sufficient housing 

need.  However, owner occupation 

has also become more remote for 

them, especially where prices are 

high or large mortgage deposits are 

required. 

So can the private rented sector 

meet this demand gap? 

Certainly, there has been rapid 

change in the private sector’s role in 

local housing markets in recent 

years.  The ORS study for the South 

East London Sub Region has shown 

how quickly local private rent supply 

can change in an area like South 

London (Figure 1, overleaf). 

Areas along the River Thames have 

increased their private rented stock 
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from around 10% to over 40% of the 

total between 2001 and 2008 – a 

four-fold expansion in a very short 

timescale.  Of course, it should be 

noted that this includes significant 

amounts of new housing which have 

been delivered since the Census. 

A further study for Milton Keynes 

shows how similar changes are 

occurring outside London, albeit at a 

slower rate.  Here the proportion of 

stock that was private rent increased 

from 9% in 2001 to 16% in 2009 – 

but still a proportionate increase of 

over 75%. 

Almost half (45%) of all households 

renting privately in Milton Keynes 

had moved within the last year, with 

1 in every 5 households (21%) not 

living in Milton Keynes a year ago. 

Affordability is a particular concern 

for many private tenants.  15% said 

that housing costs were putting a 

strain on their budget with a further 

11% saying that costs were 

extremely difficult (up from 11% and 

8% respectively in 2008). 

Given these difficulties, what is 

particularly striking is that more than 

a third (36%) of all pre-school 

children in Milton Keynes live in 

homes rented privately (Figure 2). 

What are the issues for strategy and 

policy makers? 

Many people will be familiar with 

issues around private rented stock – 

its quality, the landlord service, 

security of tenure and levels of 

overcrowding. But there are other 

strategic questions:  

 Can the private rented sector 

offer a viable long-term alternative 

to meet housing aspirations in future 

years for new households?  

 Will private investors enter the 

private rented sector in increasing 

numbers? Given the downturn in the 

international economy, long term 

yields from private rent begin to look 

attractive compared to other 

investment options. 

 Will newly forming households 

aspire not only to owner occupation, 

but also to good quality and well 

managed private rented sector 

housing?  Evidence from aspiration 

studies carried out by ORS suggest 

this may be so  

 Will changes in Housing Benefit 

limits and discussions about 

increasing social housing tenant 

mobility impact on the viability or 

responsiveness of the private rented 

sector? 

So what does this mean? Clearly, 

there is a need to understand the 

local private rented housing market 

on a regular basis. Improvements in 

evidence and statistics are helping 

shape strategic responses - the 

Housing Statistics Network is 

particularly committed to improving 

the quality of housing statistics in 

general, including data for the 

private rented sector: 

housingstatisticsnetwork.co.uk 

Overall, the growth in the private 

rented sector seems likely to 

continue. How policy makers 

respond to this remains a key future 

challenge. 

Figure 1 
Distribution of Private Rented Sector in South East London 

 

2001 2008 

  

 

 

Source: SE London Strategic Housing Market Assessment 

 Figure 2 
Age by Tenure for Milton Keynes Residents 

 

Source: Milton Keynes Strategic Housing Market Assessment 
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Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) 

have come a long way in a short time 

and are increasingly valued by 

various stakeholders as a way to 

deliver change at the local level.  

Housing associations have played 

their part in supporting the work of 

LSPs, often via direct involvement in 

housing and related issues.  But how 

much do associations contribute to 

Local Area Agreements, and where is 

the evidence to show this? 

These were the questions 

underpinning a recent study we 

undertook for two regional housing 

associations. Using data from various 

sources, we were able to show 

correlations between the Local Area 

Agreement outcomes and the 

activity of the associations.  

Some results were not surprising – 

housing associations work in many 

areas which face significant 

challenges and the evidence 

suggests that this is still the case. 

However, housing associations are 

making positive contributions to 

LSPs in often surprising areas – for 

example, towards delivery for 

Children & Young People, Adult 

Health and Wellbeing and the Local 

Economy. 

In addition, there was a more 

expected contribution to areas like 

new housing supply. 

One useful by-

product from the 

work was a new 

and more strategic 

approach by the 

associations 

towards their 

investment into 

communities – 

employment skills, 

tenant 

involvement, after 

school clubs, etc. 

The associations were able to use 

the study results to help shape their 

forward strategy and to target their 

investment more closely to the work 

of the LSP. 

Having developed the approach, ORS 

is now exploring how it could be 

applied with a range of different 

organisations – so please get in 

touch if you think this profiling could 

help you. 

Medway Students 

A new integrated university 

campus in Medway will 

quadruple existing student 

numbers to about 16,000 by 

2016. 

To prepare for this, Medway 

Council asked ORS to research 

student housing in parallel 

with the North Kent Strategic 

Housing Market Assessment.   

The study will examine the 

impact of this increase in 

student numbers on the 

housing market, amongst 

other questions. 

Local Aspirations  

for Bristol  

Northern Arc 

ORS has recently completed a 

study which considers not 

only housing demand and 

need, but also local people’s 

aspirations in their 

community, using a mix of 

personal interviews, focus 

group discussions and 

secondary data analysis. 

Website Launch 

The new ORS website was 

launched in July.  The site now 

provides details on our 

portfolio of work across the 

full range of research areas, 

including many case studies. 

A client portal is due to 

launch later this year, which 

will routinely be used to 

provide interactive services. 

Visit us at www.ors.org.uk 

Improving Communities 
How much do Housing Associations 
contribute to the wider goals of Local 
Strategic Partnerships? 
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Good Practice in  
Strategic Housing Market Assessments 
In the last 5 years, many strategy and policy makers have found 
themselves engaged in producing Housing Market Assessments –  
and for many, this has been a demanding and complex task 

Nationally, over 100 SHMAs have 

now been completed and a number 

of studies undertaken regionally to 

assess progress and quality. 

SHMAs have matured quickly 

beyond the minimal standard 

expected in current CLG Practice 

Guidance (August 2007) and good 

practice indicates a more robust tool 

to help shape local strategy. 

What are the good practice 

developments in SHMA’s? 

ORS has now been involved in three 

region-wide SHMA reviews – 

covering the East of England, 

South East and East Midlands 

regions – which evaluated the local 

and sub-regional work undertaken.  

The reviews have shaped our 

perceptions about what constitutes 

good practice in SHMAs and a range 

of issues have emerged which may 

help practitioners when review time 

comes along. 

Our work in the East of England also 

produced an SHMA toolkit for 

partnerships which is published at 

www.eera.gov.uk by browsing to  

Publications & resources > Studies > 

Topic based studies > Housing studies 

What are the key building blocks for a successful SHMA? 

 Be clear on your approach and what you hope to 

deliver: Adapting a traditional Housing Needs 

Survey methodology often provides a less robust 

evidence base 

 Focus on producing the Core Outputs: Data 

needs to be used wisely to avoid overwhelming 

the process with too much detailed information 

 Consider the wider strategic landscape of 

housing: Many studies still do not embrace the 

wider housing market strategy issues expected 

by Guidance  

 Look beyond your home boundaries: Data is not 

typically restricted to housing market boundaries, 

so information is also available about 

neighbouring areas which can provide wider 

strategic context about your area  

 CLG Guidance emphasises the use of secondary 

data: Contextual data can be gathered from a  

range of sources, but you will also need to have 

 analytical expertise to derive the Core Outputs.  

External support can really help here 

 CLG Guidance sets out the need for a clear 

business case before gathering primary data: 

SHMAs based on extensive surveys can be costly 

(especially where done properly) and have 

limitations in terms of read across and time series 

 Primary data is still very useful for understanding 

some changes, such as the growth of the private 

rented sector: Consider if you already have a 

corporate survey where these questions could be 

asked cost effectively 

 Secondary data is updated often: Use this to 

monitor and update key SHMA indicators and 

wider market features to get a faster strategic 

response 

 Don’t get lost in the detail: Make sure that you 

focus on the key messages particularly relevant 

to your area and where policies might help 
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ORS has been undertaking whole-

market housing assessments for over 

15-years.  We have extensive 

experience having worked on 25 

SHMAs and provided evidence to 

over 75 local planning authorities 

and the Greater London Authority to 

inform the London Plan. 

This gives us a key insight into 

current good practice.  Our typical 

approach is based on:  

 Extensive use of our databases of 

secondary data sources – including 

licenced data not typically published 

 A proven methodology for 

actively engaging with stakeholders 

and relating their feedback to the 

wider evidence base 

 Use of primary data surveys -  but 

only where there is a clear business 

case to show this is necessary 

 Our in-house Housing Mix Model, 

(informed exclusively by secondary 

data sources) or alternatively the 

Housing Market Model, which is a 

well-established micro simulation 

model for analysing survey data 

which has withstood scrutiny at 

numerous planning inquiries 

 A rigorous approach to quality 

control and audit in line with our 

ISO 9001:2008 accreditation 

 

A recent South West Regional Assembly review of the ORS work for the 

Exeter and Torbay sub-regions concluded that: 

 the SHMAs clearly satisfied the relevant criteria 

 the SHMAs delivered good practice and innovation in relation to 

affordable housing strategy, migration and older persons issues 

 elements could be “used as best practice examples” 

Housing  
Aspirations across 
the North West 
The Homes & Communities 

Agency in partnership with 

4NW are seeking to 

understand the housing 

aspirations of both young and 

older people across the North 

West region. 

The study to be undertaken 

by ORS is based on 2,000 

telephone interviews. 

ORS appointed  
for two SHMAs in 
Lincolnshire  
ORS has recently been 

appointed to carry out SHMAs 

for the Central and Coastal 

housing sub regions of 

Lincolnshire. 

The project will be 

undertaken in partnership 

with Three Dragons who will 

carry out the Viability 

Assessment. 

Bedfordshire 
SHMA published 
The Bedfordshire SHMA 

undertaken by ORS has been 

published. 

The assessment has been one 

of our most ambitious studies 

and has produced a wealth of 

information for the  

sub-regional Housing Market 

Partnership. 

The reports can be found at 

www.luton.gov.uk/shma 

 
The ORS SHMA Approach 
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Filling the Affordability Gap 
Young working households on low incomes have found that they  
are increasingly unable to afford good quality rented housing.  
London residents tell us if L&Q have the answer with DownToYou 

ORS has recently completed a study 

for L&Q to support their 

DownToYou scheme – which gives 

people the flexibility to “rent now, 

buy later” depending on their 

circumstances. 

As one of the UK's largest housing 

associations, and with over 60,000 

homes, L&Q are looking to fill the 

gap in the housing market for those 

who can’t afford to buy but will 

never find their way to the top of the 

social housing waiting list.  L&Q 

needed to understand the potential 

demand for their new product 

DownToYou before it was launched. 

The scheme consists of high quality 

rented homes targeted at 

households with annual incomes 

from £12,000 up to £25,000. 

Rents for the properties would be 

set at 65% of local market prices and 

would provide a secure five-year 

tenancy with options to purchase 

part or all of the home after this 

point, or continue renting at a higher 

price. 

ORS was commissioned by L&Q to 

find out what London residents 

thought about the scheme – 

particularly those on social housing 

waiting lists – in order to establish 

the profile of potential demand. 

The project looked at demand in 

different ways, and involved an 

analysis of existing primary and 

secondary data together with a 

sample of telephone interviews and 

follow-up in-depth interviews with 

potential customers.  

The Strategic Housing Market 

Assessment for South East London 

undertaken by ORS evidenced a 

huge need for intermediate housing 

– mainly from those aged 20 to 39 

living in households with incomes of 

£15,000 up to £35,000 (Figure 3).  

Many of these households can only 

afford to rent a room. 

When residents were surveyed, the 

vast majority (almost 90%) were 

interested in the scheme. 

The main attractions were the 

discounted rent and the option to 

buy the property in the future – 

although some were concerned if 

they would be in a position to buy in 

only five years, whilst others wanted 

to be able to start buying shares in 

their home sooner than this. 

Figure 3 
Tenure Required by Household Income 

 

Source: SE London Strategic Housing Market Assessment 

 
What people told us… 

“I am constantly looking to see if there is 
anything available” 

“People in worse circumstances than me that 
need their own place would probably be put first. 
I think that because I am still living with my 
family, you know I’m not homeless or anything, 
it’s difficult for me to find a place” 

“DownToYou seems really good to me, I don’t 
see any bad points at all” 

“I just want to say that DownToYou is a really 
good thing and I would definitely be looking into 
it if it does come out” 
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About ORS Opinion Research Services (ORS) was founded as a social research organisation within the 

University of Wales Swansea in 1988.  After 10 years, ORS became a University spin-out 

company and since then has developed a UK-wide reputation. 

95% of our work is for the public sector and we have a social (rather than market) research 

orientation.  We provide a comprehensive service upon which clients can rely.  We offer a 

genuine research service without being unduly commercial.  Senior staff are directly involved 

in projects throughout and clients can call ORS without feeling the clock is running.  

From our foundation in 1988, we have grown steadily to a turnover of over £2 million.  We 

have substantial financial resources to guarantee our stability and a series of long-term 

public partnership contracts with a wide range of public bodies.  ORS does not maximise its 

turnover but focuses on delivering thoughtful work and providing added value. 

We do not outsource work and our operations centre has the technology to manage all forms 

of data collection, including electronic capture of paper questionnaires and a 24-seat CATI 

telephone unit.  We also directly manage an independent team of experienced CAPI field 

interviewers able to deliver projects across the UK. 

ORS is a Market Research Society Company Partner.  All ORS’ research activities and systems 

are fully accredited to BS ISO 9001: 2008.  All our interviewers are IQCS trained and our 

fieldwork procedures have also been fully IQCS accredited. 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Meet the 
Research Team 

 

Dale Hall 
Managing Director 

 

Jonathan Lee 
Head of Research 

 

David Harrison 
Senior Executive 

 

Chris Broughton 
Senior Executive 

Please contact us for 
more information about 
any of the studies 
featured in this update 
or to discuss your next 
research project 

 

Nigel Moore 
Senior Researcher 

 

Hugo Marchant 
Senior Analyst 

 

Catherine Nock 
Researcher 

 

Katie Amesbury 
Assistant Researcher 

 

housing@ors.org.uk 

(01792) 535300 www.ors.org.uk/housing 



 

 

Opinion Research Services Housing Research Update Autumn 2010 
 

 

 

8 

 
 

Opinion Research Services regularly works with Government Agencies, Local Authorities, Registered Social Landlords, 

Housing Market Partnerships and Local Strategic Partnerships. 

Our project portfolio includes work undertaken for the following organisations and many more across the UK… 
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(01792) 535300 www.ors.org.uk/housing 

Housing Research Portfolio 
What type of housing research do we do? 

ORS has been undertaking housing research across the UK  

for over 15 years, and our wide range of projects include… 

 Strategic Housing Market Assessments 

 Housing Needs and Requirements Studies 

 Housing Strategies at Local and Sub-regional Levels 

 Shared Ownership and Intermediate Affordable Housing Analysis 

 Housing Aspiration Studies 

 Demand Modelling for All Types of Housing Schemes  

 STATUS Surveys 

 Stakeholder Engagement and Consultation 

 Recent Movers Surveys 

 Student Impact Studies 


