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▪ Explore how target audiences define ‘affordable housing’.

▪ Understand their lived experience of the current affordable housing crisis.

▪ Seek views on the causes and consequences an affordable housing crisis.

▪ Seek a definition of affordable housing and how it can best be measured and explained.

Objectives
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Methodology
▪ The field work site was North Birmingham, selected to match the median house price and tenure split.
▪ Groups were conducted on Wednesday 12th and Thursday 13th December 2018.
▪ We conducted three focus groups:

▪ Home owning swing voters
▪ First time buyers
▪ Struggling renters



Key findings



Key Findings

All groups agree that there is an affordable housing crisis
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Housing payments of 25% - 33% net household income are seen as affordable. 
• The concept of a ‘decent’ standard of living is problematic due to perceptions about other 

people’s lifestyle choices.
• For struggling renters just getting buy is the priority.

All groups default to interpreting ‘affordable housing’ as being about first time buyers 
rather than renters
• However, it is clear that the real personal impact of an affordable housing crisis on First Time Buyers 

and Struggling Renters is excessive rent levels in the Private Rented Sector.



Key Findings

Affordable Housing Commission launch poll

5

All groups see saving for a deposit as the major barrier to buying a 
property as they believe mortgage payments will usually be lower 
than rent levels.
• There is anxiety that saving for a deposit for up to five years will 

mean a level of sacrifice that is unsustainable.

Due to the personal impacts they are suffering, the first time buyers 
and struggling renters both view ‘the system’ as so fundamentally 
broken that they are open to radical solutions to the lack of 
affordable housing.
• But there is a reluctance to target assistance at the bottom 40% 

or 25% on the grounds of ‘fairness’. 
• The only groups singled out for help are those with young 

children, especially single parents, and even this is conditional.



Defining affordability



▪ They default to interpreting this crisis as the difficulty first time 
buyers experience getting onto the property ladder.

▪ Top of mind associations with the phrase ‘affordable housing’ deal 
with phrases connected to Government initiatives such as Right to 
buy, Help to buy, shared ownership.
▪ Also negative associations with ‘cheap’ or poor quality housing.

▪ Participants hear the phrase in the news, mainly from politicians who 
are seen as offering short term fixes through initiatives which are not 
well understood.

▪ Struggling renters believe that Government are referring to first time 
buyers, but to them the phrase is more around meeting their basic 
needs.
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All groups agreed that there is a crisis in affordable housing

“Politicians - they say 
they have schemes to 
help people buy houses. 
There isn't enough 
affordable housing so 
people can’t buy ”
– First time buyer

“The Government. 
People with ten bedroom 
houses. It’s a generic 
term. If I can pay all my 
rent and not worry that's 
what it means to me.’ 
– Struggling renter



▪ Young people and couples with kids on low incomes are seen as those 
suffering the greatest impact.

▪ The main causes of the crisis are seen to be:

▪ House prices increasing way ahead of wages, which are believed to have 
stagnated

▪ Prohibitively high deposits required by lenders

▪ Landlords buying new properties and charging punitively high rents, 
preventing first time buyers from saving for their deposit.

▪ The groups did not identify a lack of new housing being built as an 
important factor.

▪ Home owners say that they are delaying moves due to finance issues, 
opting to improve their own homes, blocking first time buyers.
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All groups agreed the problem has got worse over time “House prices are 
nowhere near inline 
with anything else. over 
25-30 years nothing can 
compare.” 
– Struggling renter

'People aren't moving.' 
'the cost of moving puts 
people off. People 
would rather build on 
what they've got’ 
– Home owner

“Our wages don't rise 
with inflation. We had 
years of not having 
pay rises” 
– First time buyer



▪ Those privately renting report that they are currently paying 40%-45% 

▪ All agree that housing costs should never be more than half of your 
household income after tax.

▪ Whereas home owners define affordability as being ‘comfortable’ 
after housing costs, first time buyers talk about a ‘good’ or ‘decent’ 
standard of living.

▪ For struggling renters it is more about being able to survive.
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25%-33% household income is seen as ‘affordable’
“'Being able to live 
within your budget 
and live 
comfortably” 
– Homeowner

‘”Private rent must be 
double a mortgage 
payment at least'. 
– Struggling renter

“Ability to rent whilst 
saving to buy at the same 
time but also have a 
social life. Having money 
left over to live” 
– First time buyer



▪ First time buyers and struggling renters in the PRS believe that 
mortgage payments will be much lower than rent levels 

▪ Home owners are not so sure about this and tend to believe it’s normal 
to struggle with high housing costs in the early years of home ownership.

▪ Home owners are sympathetic to the deposits issue but don’t see it 
as insurmountable.

▪ They are also more likely to see the other costs of home ownership as an 
issue.

▪ Five years is seen as the maximum acceptable time period to save for 
a deposit.

▪ Beyond that it seems uncertain the sacrifice is worth while, especially for 
older people, if prices continue to rise. 
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Saving for a deposit is the biggest barrier to buying
“'We moved in with my 
mum for six months, 
sometimes it was hell, 
but we did get there'.” 
– Homeowner

“People want 50k these 
days. How are you 
going to raise that? I'm 
a single parent on a low 
income”
– Struggling renter

“'The deposit is the 
only thing I'm worried 
about. I pay more rent 
than I'd end up paying 
on a mortgage”
- First time buyer



▪ Home owners and first time buyers see themselves as struggling and 
so have little tolerance for targeting help at the bottom 25% or those 
in the 40% with lowest incomes.

▪ The struggling renters also think that any help should be available to 
all who need it rather than targeted at particular groups on the 
grounds of fairness.

▪ The most successful text we tested was ‘left with a decent standard of 
living…’ but this too is problematic due to difficulty defining what that 
should be. It felt too subjective to be a fair measure.
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Targeting assistance is problematic 
“If you want a house, you 
will make sacrifices and at 
the beginning maybe you 
were paying a lot more 
than 30% of your income”
– Homeowner

'I think it should be the 
same for everyone. If 
someone was working 
really hard but was just 
above that 40% it 
wouldn't be fair.‘
– Struggling renter

“You shouldn't have to 
give up everything. 
You might give up 
holidays OR a car'.”
- First time buyer



▪ There is a tension between the generations as home owners are 
ambivalent and even hostile to new developments.

▪ First time buyers are so desperate to leave the PRS and get onto ‘the 
ladder’ that they will make trade offs on quality, size of property and 
area.

▪ The first time buyers and struggling renters are both in agreement 
that the private rental sector is ‘broken’ and in need of radical change.
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The struggling renters and first time buyers are open to radical solutions

'Politicians only plan 
for the next five years. 
You need someone to 
have a 20, 30 year 
plan and completely 
change the system.‘
– Struggling renter

“Landlords should have 
profits capped. If 
everyone on the road is 
paying £500 mortgage 
then why is he charging 
you £800? Fair enough 
they are businessmen 
and they need a profit 
but not that much.
- First time buyer



About the Commission
The AHC is an independent, non-partisan commission. Set against the backdrop of serious housing affordability crisis the Smith 
Institute with the support of the Nationwide Foundation, established the independent Affordable Housing Commission (AHC), 
chaired by Lord Best with 15 leading players from across the housing world.

Over the lifetime of the Commission, it will be undertaking research and financial modelling, conducting polling and focus groups 
and publishing discussion documents. Alongside our research activities the Commission will be engaging key stakeholders and 
hosting events across the country. 

A final report of the Commission’s findings and recommendations will be published in early 2020.  

Core objectives
The country is in the middle of an acute and worsening affordable housing crisis. Yet housing affordability 
is poorly understood, and policy makers and politicians have struggled to find any lasting solutions.  
The AHC seeks to address these concerns. Its core objectives are to: 

• examine the causes and effects of the affordability crisis and how it relates to tenure, 
place, demographics, incomes, wealth distribution, life chances, as well as the 
social and economic impacts

• explore and propose workable solutions (big and small)
• raise awareness of the concerns and solutions (among practitioners, 

decision-makers and the public)
• engage stakeholders and build a consensus for change 

Contact
If you would like to know 

more or contribute to the 
AHC’s work, please get in touch:

@AHC_Housing
info@affordablehousingcommission.org
www.affordablehousingcommission.org


