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About us

The Affordable Housing Commission (AHC) is an independent, non-partisan group 
established by the Smith Institute with the support of the Nationwide Foundation.  
It is chaired by Lord Best with 14 leading players from across the housing world. 
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.

Further information on the Commission can be found at Affordable Housing 
Commission.org  The site includes information on the first focus group work in 
December 2018, as well as other research and details on the AHC.

Please feel free to email any views and suggestions to info@
affordablehousingcommission.org  
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Executive summary
 • First-time buyers and struggling renters are far less financially resilient than 

homeowners, and as a result are less able to navigate difficult life events such as 
a relationship breakdown and or a significant change to their employment.

 • There is a commonly shared view that the cost of living, including housing costs, 
has been rapidly increasing for the last decade whereas incomes have remained 
stagnant and employment often seems less secure.

 • Affordable housing solutions for first-time buyers and struggling renters must 
be hyper-local, in close proximity to the family networks on whom they rely for 
support (especially informal childcare), good transport links to their jobs and 
access to good schools. They are extremely reluctant to move to areas where 
new housing which is perhaps more affordable has been built, even to areas 
relatively nearby.

 • Struggling renters are increasingly resigned to their children living with them 
into their 30s due to low wages and high housing costs. They have given up on 
improving their own housing situation and hope that with their support their 
children will eventually do better than they have and eventually get onto the 
property ladder.

 • First-time buyers are incredibly frustrated with deposit requirements from 
lenders. They also believe they are offered higher interest rates than older people 
because of their relatively low wages and poorer job security. They are desperate 
to buy their first property and feel they are forced to make compromises on their 
quality of life in order to achieve their housing goals.
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Methodology
 • Fieldwork took place in North Birmingham, February 2019.

 • We conducted three mixed gender focus groups with:

 • Swing-voting homeowners

 • First-time buyers

 • Struggling renters 

Background
The first stage of qualitative research conducted for the Affordable Housing 
Commission was in December 2018. This work echoed the findings of our launch 
poll, namely that people do believe that there is an ‘affordable housing crisis’ and 
that there is a high degree of anger and frustration about it; and that there is an 
appetite for radical solutions. 

We found that people believe that housing is unaffordable when rent or mortgage 
payments rise above a third of household income after tax. High rents in the PRS 
were seen as preventing first-time buyers from saving a deposit. Struggling renters 
also cited a lack of ‘genuinely affordable’ housing in the right areas (close to family, 
work and schools) and were fearful about the future. 

The aim of this second phase of qualitative research was to develop an 
understanding of what the target audiences perceive to be the causes of the 
‘affordable housing crisis’. Why are people unable to achieve their housing goals? 
What are the most significant underlying factors that make housing unaffordable? 
We centred the discussion in these groups on a personal ‘housing timeline’ created 
by each participant to help them to engage with a range of factors which are 
believed to have an impact on affordability through the lens of their own experience, 
whilst leaving space for factors outside our discussion guide to emerge.
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Life experiences of housing
Participants in each group discussed their most positive housing experiences. 
Across all groups they fell into two key phases - independence and freedom 
after leaving the parental home and then achieving stability and comfort in a 
relationship. In the earlier phase, location did not matter so much. In the latter phase 
it was an essential ‘must-have’ for most. However, whereas the homeowners felt that 
the freedom they had experienced in their youth had come at no real cost to them, 
the younger first-time buyers felt that whilst their lives had moved on, their housing 
situation had not, leading to feelings of regret about not having planned ahead in 
their early twenties. 

It was also clear that whilst some of the homeowners had experienced difficult 
relationship breakups after cohabiting early in life, including cohabiting within 
properties they had jointly purchased and then had to sell, they had all comfortably 
bounced back quickly without suffering financial hardship related to their housing.

Amongst first-time buyers and struggling renters, however, cases of relationship 
breakdown had been catastrophic for their finances, leading to difficult choices 
about housing. They were clearly less resilient financially and most regarded their 
current (or next) relationship as the baseline for starting to improve their housing 
situation by saving to buy a property, or in the case of the struggling renters, 
achieving some kind of basic financial stability.

‘We were far too young and stupid with money. He just wanted to go out and drink 
his wages all the time. We argued a lot about money. In the end we sold up made 
5k on it.’  -F, Homeowner

‘I was really stupid. I moved in with my girlfriend, we argued about money all the 
time. I had to pay more than her because she wasn’t earning as much. In the end I 
moved out with nothing. I should have listened to my mum and dad’ – M, First-time 
buyer

‘The area was rough. I didn’t feel safe. It was a tough year being there. Me and my 
partner split up. We tried to live in a three-bed house after we split but it was a 
disaster. I was only 19.’ - F, Struggling Renter

So, in contrast with the homeowners, the first-time buyers and struggling renters 
had suffered far worse personal impacts of unaffordable housing than the 
homeowners, with high rents and sometimes poor quality accommodation in areas 
that felt unsafe. As a result, some of the first-time buyers had fled the PRS and 
either moved back home, moved in with their partner’s parents, or rented homes 
owned by family members at preferential rates. The struggling renters had no such 
recourse. Some of the younger struggling renters mentioned that they had joined 
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the waiting list for social housing but had not received any offers of properties or 
information about how to navigate the process. 

‘I preferred the place before where I live now. The location was great for shopping 
and your social life. It was a maisonette, we were on the top floor but we had the 
baby, so we moved to a ground floor flat, which is bigger but the area isn’t so good. 
It’s ex-council’. -F, First-time buyer

 ‘Mum chucked me out. I did the whole thing about getting pregnant as a 
teenager. I privately rented this place on an estate. It was falling apart. It was a 
death trap. Everything that could be wrong was wrong. It was a traumatic few 
years. The gas men would come and shut the gas off three times a year. But it was 
desperation. I needed somewhere to live. I was there four and a half years. It was 
over priced. As soon as I got more income I moved out.’  - F, Struggling renter

‘I was on the list with the council but I never heard a thing - and I see people 
with their beautiful houses that they pay a few pounds a week for. I’m bitter’. – F, 
Struggling renter

Changes over time
All agreed that housing had become noticeably more expensive in the past five to 
ten years, both in terms of renting and buying property. Asked to consider why this 
was the case, the most common spontaneous response was that increased house 
prices were part of a wider long-term pattern in which ‘everything has gone up’, 
apart from wages which have remained stagnant, with reduced job security to boot. 
Whilst the homeowners had personal experience of the rising costs of living, they 
had been able to navigate it, whereas the first-time buyers and struggling renters 
were feeling the impact in their constrained housing choices. The credit crunch 
was mentioned as a possible cause, as was government austerity (a number of our 
homeowners and first-time buyers worked in the public sector).

The increased number of people privately renting was also spontaneously 
mentioned as being both a cause and a symptom of housing becoming less 
affordable. This was seen as being the result of an increased number of young 
middle-income households stuck renting for longer than they had planned to, as 
they struggle to buy. Struggling renters also felt that there were far more people on 
low incomes privately renting because they cannot access social housing (and they 
shared personal experiences of this).

‘It’s mainly people who need more space because their families are bigger, and it’s 
cheaper renting privately than to buy.’ F, Struggling renter
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‘Whole estates have been demolished. They’re selling them off and not replacing 
them. Councils encourage you to rent. They help you rent privately so Birmingham 
City council encourage the landlords’. M, Struggling renter

Ranking the factors 
affecting affordability 
After discussing the various factors that make housing unaffordable, each group 
ranked them in order of significance. Stagnant wages and the ‘cost of living’ was 
most commonly cited as being the main factor, closely followed by the behaviour of 
lenders and lack of housing supply. There were differences of emphasis between the 
groups as to the most significant factors. The homeowners were the most likely to 
rank ‘cost of living’ as the main factor; first-time buyers and struggling renters were 
more likely to cite housing supply. For the struggling renters this meant supply of 
social housing, for the first-time buyers it meant affordable homes to buy built in 
areas where they want to live.

The following is a summary of participants views on the factors they identified 
as making housing less affordable. They are ordered roughly in a way which 
corresponds to the outcome of the prioritisation exercise in the groups. 

Cost of living / Low wages 

The homeowners had war stories from their past about times when they or their 
partners had suffered sudden changes in their work situation, but crucially they had 
already been homeowners at the time. The worst case was one woman who needed 
to take a payment holiday on her mortgage  for a short period. By prioritising 
their mortgage payments ahead of any other bills homeowners had been resilient 
enough to bounce back when financial difficulties had arisen. A few had lost houses 
in the past but had been able to buy again with a new partner. The homeowners did 
however feel anxiety for their children’s future housing options given the low wages 
young people suffer and were concerned that they would not be able to provide 
sufficient support for them to buy and get out of the PRS. 

‘It’s austerity. We didn’t have a pay increase for five years. House prices have always 
gone up’ - M, Homeowner

‘In 2009 when the recession hit I was working at LDV. I lost my job and had to sell 
- and that forced me down the rental route. But looking back it was a blessing in 
disguise, what we have now we’ve really worked for’ - M, Homeowner

‘In 2009 my husband also went on four days that had a massive effect on our 
wages. It was ages until he was back on 5 days. We had to have a mortgage break, 
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we were always fire-fighting’ - F, Homeowner

For the first-time buyers and struggling renters, the cost of living was 
unmanageably high but seen as a fact of life. The first-time buyers felt they 
constantly had to make sacrifices that affect their quality of life in order to save, and 
due to stagnant wages, they felt they couldn’t save quickly enough to keep pace 
with increasing house prices. For the struggling renters, the cost of living and low 
wages was threatening their ability to cover their basic costs.

‘It’s younger people who are suffering, can’t save for deposits; straight out of Uni 
pay isn’t great. The older people are alright. They’re the ones buying the houses’ - M, 
First-time buyer

‘It’s inflation. Everything’s gone up. Food. Drink. Gas and electricity bills. Petrol. 
Technology. Sky and phone bills. I got a text last week about my phone bill going 
up.’  - F, First-time buyer

‘People used to say you worked for the council you had a job for life. Not anymore. 
Wages stopped going up in 2011’ – F, Struggling renter

‘I have a 15 year old daughter. Missus lost her job from the council. Two kids and 
your bills, it’s impossible. You get to a point when you think you’re doing well and 
something crops up’ – M, Struggling renter

Lack of new housing 

To varying degrees all groups bemoaned the lack of new housing supply which they 
believed is failing to keep pace with the need, thereby driving increases in house 
prices. However, we found many participants were highly sceptical that current 
developments in the city would do anything to improve this situation. They attached 
a number of conditions to supporting future housing developments based on their 
own preferences and needs. 

All felt that it was a problem that new properties were being bought before they 
were completed ‘off-plan’ by landlords and wealthy outsiders; and that a large 
amount of the new supply was for older people and students’. They also felt that 
new housing was usually built in areas without the necessary infrastructure, such 
as good schools, GPs surgeries or transport links to their jobs. So, whilst the lack 
of housing did rate highly with these groups as a cause of unaffordable housing, 
it was more a failure to build the type of housing that was appropriate for them in 
their areas in which they could access familial support, employment and the best 
schools. As in our previous focus groups, deep mistrust of initiatives such as shared 
ownership and help to buy amongst all groups.

First-time buyers were determined not to compromise on the area they want to live 



10 Public views on unaffordable housing

in. They said they would rather wait longer to save for a larger deposit so they can 
buy in the area of their choice, even if it takes years. The need for close links to family 
and work effectively determines an acceptable radius, and consideration of good 
school further shrinks that radius.

‘They aren’t building houses in the right areas. In Great Barr where I am there are 
Taylor Wimpy homes. The estate is beautiful but they are just too expensive. And 
then the other side of it is that the houses can be nice but they are just in the wrong 
areas and you don’t feel safe’. - F, First-time buyer

‘There are loads of houses there but in the wrong areas. They are lovely houses to 
buy but in those areas like Aston it’s not worth it.’ - F, first-time buyer

As in our previous round of focus groups, the struggling renters felt they no longer 
have any realistic chance of buying a property. The opportunity seems to have 
slipped away from them and they find navigating the PRS to be stressful. They 
avoid complaining to their landlords about necessary works for fear of provoking 
rent rises. There was anger amongst this group that social housing appears to have 
been demolished or ‘sold off’, and that the Council seem to encourage working 
people on low incomes to rent privately. Those struggling renters who were privately 
renting were bitter that others seem to benefit from lower rents available in social 
housing, that they and their families had been denied. They believed that although 
new residential developments do contain a small proportion of social housing the 
developments themselves aren’t located where the struggling renters need to live 
to in order to access familial support for informal childcare.

The older struggling renters have also resigned themselves to having to house and 
support their own children in order to protect them from the PRS until they are 
perhaps ready to buy a property one day.

‘They’re building plush apartments and retirement homes. They have to build a 
percentage of social housing but get to the top of the list you can’t work. You just 
have to have a load if kids that you can’t pay for.’ – F, Struggling renter

‘I’ve basically paid my landlords mortgage off which makes me feel bitter. Really 
bitter. I’m renting, and my daughter is fifteen. With a teenager they always want 
something. If I could get a deposit together I’d be fine.’ F, Struggling renter

‘The children won’t move out and they cost me a lot of money. I tried to chuck my 
kids out and they won’t go and now I’m a grandmother and I have additional kids 
in the house. My children are not independent. That’s why I can’t save, I never have 
any money’ – F, Struggling renter
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Lenders and interest rates

As most participants associated the impact of interest rates on affordability with 
lenders rather than the Bank of England/Government or wider economic factors we 
will consider these together.

Homeowners were the most aware of changes in interest rates over time and 
the personal benefit to them, but they were unclear what this meant for younger 
people. First-time buyers felt that although there were now stories and rumours of 
5% deposits and 100% mortgages returning, the rates they are offered were still too 
high. There was also frustration amongst first-time buyers that low rates make it 
harder to save, but this was not a top of mind concern.

First-time buyers were also frustrated that lenders did not seem to appreciate how 
hard they make it for anyone not in permanent employment to get a mortgage. 

The struggling renters were largely excluded from this conversation due to lacking 
any savings and having no real hope of buying a property. They felt that banks had 
tightened up since the ‘crash’ so they have even less chance of saving a sufficient 
deposit or getting a mortgage than would have been the case a few years ago.

‘Me and my partner are teachers but he’s supply, not in permanent employment, so 
he can’t get a mortgage, it has to go through me, and that’s a strain. We both have 
good job, he gets work everyday but it’s not permanent. We are both on a good 
wage but it’s not enough’ – F, First-time buyer

‘I’m in a stable job, my partner was made redundant six years ago and since 
then he has been working but on short contracts, not permanent - I could get a 
mortgage on my own but not for a property with a family of four’ - F, First-time 
buyer

‘A mortgage isn’t the be all and end all like it used to be. If your job doesn’t look 
secure they won’t lend you money. You’ve got no chance’. - M, Struggling renter

‘The monthly payments are massive. I put it into the calculator the other day and it 
was £1,000 per month just for the mortgage.’ - M, First-time buyer

There were lively discussions within the groups about the role of consumer credit 
in encouraging younger people to take on debt in their twenties in order to fund a 
certain lifestyle – accruing debt which would take a long time to pay off or manage 
to a degree that would satisfy a mortgage lender. It was seen as deeply hypocritical 
of banks to encourage the use of credit cards and loans in this way and yet impose 
tight affordability conditions later when they sought a mortgage. The first-time 
buyers seem to regard the banks with a mixture of fear and hostility rather than as a 
help of support or assistance.
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The private rented sector
All groups agreed that there had been a massive expansion of the private rented 
sector in the city and that the number of people who need to rent makes it easy 
for landlords to set high rent levels. There was a feeling that whilst landlords used 
to have a few properties, now they might have twenty or thirty. They also felt that 
landlords were buying new build property before anyone else could get a look in. 
The first-time buyers bemoaned the fact that they were unable to save enough to 
buy whilst renting. Although experiences of rent levels were mixed, incomes were 
not rising fast enough (or at all) so renting felt unaffordable.  As a result, as noted 
above, some of our first-time buyers are moving back with their parents or are 
looking for workarounds where their parents buy properties and rent them back to 
them at a preferential rent level whilst they save.

Those first-time buyers with children were most likely to find private renting 
unaffordable. They were unable to save much at all and were constantly worried 
about economising so stringently in order to save more that they might be unable 
to enjoy family life.

‘The question is how much do we save now or do we spend money on our kids and 
enjoying our lives because it might never happen anyway. It’s hard and we do try 
now but the amount we save each week is less and less. It’s difficult weighing up 
your priorities’’ – F, first-time buyer

‘Rents are going up especially around this area. It’s because house prices are so 
high. They know they can charge what they like’ - M, First-time buyer

‘I’ll go back to my girlfriend’s parents. They won’t charge rent. And then we can 
save. They are lovely but I feel a bit like an outsider living there’ – M, First-time buyer

Homeowners felt that rents were far higher than when they had experienced 
renting earlier in life and were concerned about the impact of privately renting on 
their own children. There was strong support amongst all groups, spontaneously, for 
rent capping and limiting the profits landlords can make. 

‘Landlords have cashed in - it’s their pension. They have like twenty properties. 
You’ve got somebody just paying your mortgage. I started renting when it was 
lower. I think it shot up in the last five years’ - F, Homeowner

‘My daughter rents a property in Leicester and the rent is so high they can’t save for 
a deposit. When I think about what we did, saving while we rented. I don’t think I 
could do that now, it’s too expensive’. F, Homeowner

The struggling renters in the PRS resented their landlords, were fearful about 
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being forced to move and incredibly anxious about rent rises, which could have 
a catastrophic effect on their family life. They had resigned themselves to their 
situation but hoped for better for their children. Those in social housing dreaded 
being forced into the PRS.

‘I’m just stuck in social housing. I have nightmares about being in the private sector. 
I’m treading water’. – M, Struggling renter

‘Having to work more hours. I don’t get to spend much time with my son. I get £200 
towards my rent from benefits and my rent is £700.’ –F Struggling renter

Next steps
Our focus groups were concerned about high deposit requirements, a congested 
and expensive PRS, and shortages of social housing for low income working 
households. Moreover, as in our first set of groups focussing on defining affordability, 
these audiences they remain open to radical solutions to these issues. 

A strong message coming through the groups is that any solutions must recognise 
the strong desire for local housing choices, especially among young families.  As a 
first-time buyer said: ‘For me, my life, everything is in Sutton. When you have kids, all 
my family are here for support, my work is here, my whole life is here.’ 

In our third wave of qualitative research (in June 2019) we will be reconvening a 
group of 15 of our focus group participants across the three target audiences. These 
participants will be asked to take part in a deliberative workshop in which they will 
receive briefings from experts, hear more about the factors they have identified 
as being drivers of unaffordable housing. They will work with AHC commissioners 
to help design feasible solutions to the affordable housing crisis, bringing their 
personal experiences to the table.
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The Affordable 
Housing Commission’s 
second phase of 
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focussed on public 
views on why housing 
is unaffordable. We 
explore the impact 
of the affordable 
housing crisis on our 
targets audiences, 
seen through the 
lens of their personal 
experiences.


