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Up-to-date and robust
assessments of housing need
have a fundamental role in

helping ensure that everyone has the
opportunity of a decent home.They
help shape local authority housing
strategies which in turn are reflected
in authorities’ annual Housing
Investment Programme submissions
to central Government and

investment decisions on new provision.They are a critical
component of the new Regional Housing Strategy, steered
by the Regional Housing Boards. Local housing needs
assessments also help determine the type and size of
additional housing for which local authorities should plan.
Crucially, this includes affordable housing, with Planning
Policy Guidance note 3 ‘Housing’ advising that where there
is a demonstrable lack of affordable housing to meet local
needs, plans should include a policy for seeking affordable
housing based on a robust needs assessment.

To assist authorities in carrying out local housing needs
assessments, DETR published a guide to good practice,
‘Local Housing Needs Assessment’, in 2000.The guide was
not intended to provide a single blueprint for local housing
needs assessments. Rather it recommends a broad context
for the basic needs calculation and provides advice on the
potential contribution of a wide variety of research
techniques and data sources.

Government advice makes it clear that assessments of
housing need are matters for local authorities to undertake
in the light of their local circumstances. However,
Government also advises that regional planning bodies
should provide advice and information on those factors
which local authorities should take into account and secure

and maintain consistency of approach.

The Regional Assembly, the Government Office for the
South East and the Housing Corporation therefore jointly
commissioned the Cambridge Centre for Housing and
Planning Research to evaluate the robustness, consistency
and quality of existing and current local housing needs
assessments and to establish what further guidance for
future assessment is needed.

The consultants’ research demonstrated that government
guidance on housing needs assessments has helped increase
consistency of methodology between housing needs
assessments. Nevertheless, there are several areas where
more guidance is needed or where there are differences in
interpretation between local assessments. Consequently
this guide has been produced to encourage greater
continuity between studies.This is a technical document
aimed at those who prepare and use local housing needs
assessments. Local authorities and others in the region are
encouraged to use the advice to develop their housing
needs assessments.The Assembly will be monitoring
progress and will be glad to offer advice if requested.

I would like to thank the consultants, the study steering
group and all those organisations who took time to
contribute data, information and advice to the research
project on which this guide is based.

Mike Gwilliam
Director of Planning and Transport

Foreword



This guide has been produced as part of the Regional
Assembly’s role in providing advice and information
on those factors which local authorities within the

South East should take into account when assessing
housing needs and in maintaining consistency of approach
between districts across the region.These roles have been
identified from PPG3 and RPG9.

The purpose of this guide is not to supplant or replace
the official Government guidance in this area, Local Housing
Needs Assessment:A Guide to Good Practice (Bramley et
al, 2000), but to complement it and provide clarification on
particular issues.The guidance must remain the core source
that local authorities must follow.This regional guide also
addresses the fact that policy has, and still is, changing.

This guide is based on research conducted by examining
a sample of recent housing needs surveys and by interviews
and focus group discussions with local authorities and with
practitioners and stakeholders including consultants and
developers.The research covered both regional and local
housing needs assessments but this guide is associated only
with the local level.

An important outcome of the research was a need for
greater consistency and coherence in the approaches taken
by districts across the region.There also needs to be a
clearer relationship between the local, sub-regional and
regional levels in terms of identifying housing needs and in
particular, the need for additional affordable housing.

Therefore there should be as much transparency and
consistency as possible over the precise methods used and
approaches taken to assessing housing needs. It will never
be possible to add up local assessments to reach an overall
regional figure, because this would not reflect the degree of
migration between districts within the region, but it would

aid comparisons between districts if the assessments were
all conducted on the same basis.The Government guidance
has gone a long way towards producing greater consistency
and the surveys examined as part of the research reflected
this. But there were still areas with a wide variety of
practice, areas where the methodology was not
transparent, and differences in definitions used – often
because the guidance suggested alternatives rather than
being fully prescriptive.

It is not the intention of this guide to be so prescriptive
as to allow no room for local differences and local
requirements. Rather, the aim is to provide a single
coherent core housing needs assessment that follows the
Government guidance. Over and above that basic
assessment, local authorities should be free to collect
whatever information they may require and analyse it as
they see fit. However it should be recognised that such
local requirements are additional to, not substitutes for, the
basic housing needs assessment model outlined in the
Government guidance.

Government guidance notes the move towards a sub-
regional approach and there was some limited evidence of
this in the research.There are clear tensions in such an
approach, because districts have different agendas and
problems.There are two main approaches – to conduct a
single survey covering two or more districts, and to
conduct additional sub-regional analysis on surveys of
adjacent districts conducted by the same consultant.To
date there appears to be no example of the latter, perhaps
because it will only happen if the districts combine to fund
the work. But consultants appeared keen to provide such
analysis and were aware that it does not involve simply
adding up the separate assessments because of migration
patterns between the districts concerned. Housing needs
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surveys take account of recent inward migration but if it is
from neighbouring districts, an in-migrant to one district is
an out-migrant from another.A sub-regional survey would
not count them as inward migrants whereas single district
surveys would include them as inward migrants so that
adding the results would be double counting.

Definition of Affordable Housing

The Government does not define affordable housing
directly. In the context of Social Housing Grant,
affordable housing is defined as housing that is below

market rents. More generally, in the housing context, it is
often defined as including some sort of subsidy, whether
from the Government, from planning obligations or as
cross subsidy from other households, as when a housing
association supports a programme from its reserves. In the
context of planning, affordable housing is defined in terms
of meeting the needs of low-income households and may
include low priced market housing as well as subsidised
housing.

The South East England Regional Assembly will consider
the regional definition of affordable housing as part of the
Regional Spatial Strategy review. In the meantime, the South
East England Regional Assembly has adopted the following
working definition of affordable housing:

“Housing provided with a subsidy to enable the asking price
or rent to be substantially lower than the prevailing market
prices or rents in the locality.”

The Assembly has added that the subsidy can come
either from the public sector via Social Housing Grant or
from the private sector through planning obligations.

The reason for this definition is to address the general
criticism that low cost market housing was not of itself
affordable in many parts of the South East. However, the
Assembly did not intend to be prescriptive; districts should
continue to draw up their own definitions of affordable
housing in accordance with local conditions.

Review of Government Guidance

Government recently published draft changes to
elements of PPG3: Housing. A practice guide
covering aspects of assessing housing need will

accompany final changes. Research is also currently under
way on developing a housing market assessment tool to
provide strategic assessment of housing need in the sub-
regional context.The contents of this guide therefore need
to be read in conjunction with any future ODPM Practice
Guides where relevant.

The Structure of this Guide

This guide is structured in two parts:

■  Best practice on areas of inconsistency identified in the
research – This section outlines areas where there was
inconsistency between districts and presents best
practice for districts to follow in addition to the
Government guidance.There were 20 areas of
inconsistency, some of which were more important than
others.They are presented in what is a logical order
rather than order of priority. It is hoped that districts
will attempt to follow them all.

■  Best practice on procurement and use of Housing
Needs Survey (HNS).
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Best practice on areas 
of inconsistency

1. Definition of housing need 

The guidance 

Housing need is defined as referring to “households lacking
their own housing or living in housing which is inadequate
or unsuitable, who are unlikely to be able to meet their
needs in the housing market without some assistance”
(Bramley et al, 2000,Appendix 2, p.116).This includes those
currently living in unsuitable housing which cannot be made
suitable in situ and who are amenable to moving to a
suitable home but cannot afford to rent or buy in the local
housing market, plus those additional households or
potential households who cannot afford to rent or buy in
the market.The guide refers to earlier Government
guidance (DETR, 1998) which says that most needs fall into
one of the following broad categories:

■  Need for additional housing

■  Need for work on the existing housing stock

■  Need for care and support

These categories are discussed in detail in Appendix 1 of
the guidance (Bramley et al, 2000) and are broken down in
to sub-categories, outlining the specific types of housing
need that should be quantified to some extent in the HNS.
The guidance states,“it is essential to provide some
information within the needs assessment on each of these
aspects” (ibid., p.112).

Of the three categories above, the last is discussed in
more detail in Point 16 of this report.The second category
concerns the state of the existing stock, and is best-
measured using secondary data, such as the HIP returns or
Stock Condition Survey.

From the perspective of assessing housing needs through
the HNS, the first category is fundamental.This is broken
down into various sub-categories, of which the most
important, from a housing perspective, are: additional
housing required for households in housing need; within
this, the proportion of need which could be met by LCHO,
renovations/conversions or private renting; and the
particular needs relating to homelessness, including
minimising the use of temporary accommodation and
rough sleeping (ibid., pp 112-113).
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Our findings

Most HNS currently provide information on the number of
households in housing need, the type of households in need
and a brief analysis of vulnerable groups within the local
authority, including homeless households. Several go further
to give a breakdown of the type of need in terms of the
proportion in need of subsidised housing and LCHO and
often the sizes of dwellings required.Very few integrate
information from the Stock Condition Survey or HIP
returns to provide information on the state of the existing
stock and how this might be improved to meet housing
need.

There is also some variation in the basic definition of
housing need, with some consultants taking households
who state they have a ‘need to move’, rather than
estimating the number of households in unsuitable
accommodation, and applying an affordability ratio.

Best practice

■  Use the standard definition of housing need in the
guidance as the starting point to the needs assessment.

■  Identify each type of housing need mentioned above
and determine if they are essential within the local
context.This should be undertaken in close
consultation with the local authority project steering
group.

■  Provide a breakdown of housing need by size and type
of accommodation.

2. Definition of the ‘backlog’ of 
existing need

The guidance

Backlog of need refers to those actual and potential
households whose current housing circumstances at a
point in time fall below accepted minimum standards and
who cannot afford to meet their needs in the market.The
definition is therefore dependent on the concept of
unsuitable housing, which is itself determined to some
extent by Government policy and the current accepted
minimum standards of accommodation.The concept of
unsuitable housing is discussed in detail in Point 9 of this
guide.

It is clear that not all households in unsuitable housing at
the time of the HNS will be in housing need, as some will
be able to solve their problems themselves, in the market.
Others will be able to meet their needs in their current
home.As the Basic Needs Assessment Model in the
guidance aims to produce a figure (either a surplus or a
deficit) of the number of units of affordable dwellings
required to meet housing need, households who do not
need an alternative dwelling must be discounted from the
calculation.

The backlog of housing need is therefore the number of
actual and potential households in unsuitable housing at a
given point in time who cannot improve their situation by
staying in their current dwelling and are unable to afford
market prices.



The guidance also recommends distinguishing between
households in need who are on the statutory housing
register and other waiting lists and those who are not.The
local authority is to estimate the extent to which
administrative records illustrate housing need.

Our findings 

This definition and the model in the guidance were broadly
followed by all HNS surveyed. However, there are still
significant variations in approach that lead to substantial
differences in the proportion of households considered to
be in need.

Firstly, not all Housing Needs Assessments (HNA)
discounted a proportion of households with an in situ
solution. Many assessments discounted households in need
that were social tenants, on the basis that the movements of
such households to another affordable dwelling would release
their current dwelling and so have a zero effect on the total
calculation. In order for this method to be valid, the supply of
social housing from transfers within the social sector must be
discounted from the needs assessment calculation. Obviously,
discounting social tenants from the backlog will reduce the
numbers in housing need. However, it cannot necessarily be
assumed that all dwellings vacated by social tenants in housing
need will be suitable for another household in need.

Another area of divergence is the exclusion in some HNA
of households intending or prepared to move out of the
district to meet their housing needs.This is on the grounds
that these households will no longer be part of the local
authority in question.To ensure consistency, a single approach
to these areas should be used in local authorities across the
region.

Best practice 

■  Use the definition of backlog in the guidance and
follow the backlog calculation as closely as possible.

■  Make an allowance for in situ solutions (see Point 10).

■  Include social tenants and transfers within the social
sector in the calculation.

■  Remove potential out-migrant households in need
from the calculation.

■  Distinguish between backlog households in need who
are on housing registers/waiting lists and those who
are not.
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3. Definition of the annual flow of
‘newly arising’ need

The guidance

New need (or ‘newly arising need’) refers to new
households which are expected to form over a period of
time and are likely to require some form of assistance to
gain suitable housing, together with other existing
households whose circumstances change over the period
so as to place them in a situation of need (e.g. households
losing accommodation because of loss of income,
relationship breakdown, eviction, or some other
emergency) (p. 116). In-migrant households in need are also
included in this definition.

The number of existing households falling into priority
need and in-migrants in need are best estimated using
survey data on recent movers.The number of newly
forming households in need is more complicated to
determine and the guidance provides two methods for
estimating this category.The HNS can either use data on
recently formed households (those who moved to a new
dwelling in the last three years who were not previously
head or partner of an existing household) or can rely on
the statements of potential households concerning their
intentions to move in the future.

Our findings

Although the guidance places greater emphasis on the
former method (Bramley et al 2000 p. 61) and suggests that
both are used, most surveys adopt only the latter approach.
This gives rise to inconsistencies in methodology between
local authorities. Using data on recently formed households
is considered more robust as the affordability ratio can be
based on actual incomes. Surveys relying on information on
potential households must base their affordability
assessment on statements about expected or potential
earnings or about whether the potential household thinks
it can afford market housing.

Another problem area arises because some new
households may be included in the backlog of existing need
on the grounds that they need to move immediately, while
households with a need to move at a point in the future
are considered part of the projection of need.The issue is
that of reconciling a flow into a stock at a given point in
time. Both methodologies are valid; however it gives rise to
inconsistency between districts.

Best practice 

■  Use data on recently formed households to determine
the number of newly forming households in need.

■  Ensure that potential households wanting to move now
are included as backlog and potential households
wanting to move in the next 1-3 years are included as
newly arising need.

■  Use data on recent movers to estimate the number of
existing households falling into need and in-migrants in
need, making sure there is no double counting between
these groups.
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4. Definition of ‘affordable’ in
terms of local incomes and
house prices/rents

The guidance 

The guide defines affordable housing as housing of an
adequate standard which is cheaper than that which is
generally available in the local housing market.This can
comprise a combination of subsidised rented housing,
subsidised low cost home ownership (LCHO) including
shared ownership and, in some markets, cheap housing for
sale. Local planning policies can provide for the provision of
appropriate quantities of affordable housing in this sense
(Bramley et al, page 117).The guide discusses how
affordability should be measured (ibid, pp.57-59), covering
entry level house prices and the use of lending multipliers,
taking account of savings and existing equity and the use of
Land Registry house prices compared to local estate
agents.Three methods are suggested: calculating the
maximum price payable; calculating housing costs as a
proportion of household income; and a subjective measure
based on asking the households themselves.A point to bear
in mind is that ratios should be based on the affordability of
households in unsuitable housing, not the affordability of all
households.

Our findings 

Current practice mainly involves using mortgage
affordability, based on a 5% deposit and a lending multiplier
of three. Some ratios are more sophisticated, taking into
account households with two earners and using income
equivalence scales, which adapt household income, based
on the number and age of household members.The best
examples used both a mortgage affordability ratio and an
assessment of the affordability of private renting.

There are several areas of inconsistency within the
calculations, as well as inconsistency arising from the use of
different ratios. First, not all surveys use the entry-level
house price in their calculations. Some use average house
price instead. Second, the type of incomes data collected
varies across surveys, with some collecting information
about household debts and savings and existing equity,
while others collect either gross annual household income
or net weekly household income.
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Best practice 

■  Calculate affordability of both private renting and
mortgage affordability.A household cannot afford
market housing only if they fail both tests.

■  Owner occupation is to calculate both the affordability
ratio and the maximum price payable and clarify the
exact basis on which the appropriate affordability ratio/
maximum price has been determined.

■  Use entry-level house price in the calculations, rather
than average price, calculated from a survey of local
estate agents and Land Registry data. If data on
household savings is collected in the HNS, this can be
used to reduce the price. Dealing with the existing
equity of the homeowner is addressed in Point 12.

■  Use a lending multiplier of 3, although this will depend
on local circumstances and must be justified in the
report.

■  To calculate the affordability of private renting, net
income is used.A household cannot afford to rent if a
suitably sized property is more than 30 percent of net
income.This percentage can be reduced to 25
depending on local circumstances, but this must be
justified in the report.

■  Use consistent incomes data (see Point 11).

11



5. Definition of ‘affordable
housing’ in terms of what
might be provided through 
the planning system

The guidance 

This relates to the definition of ‘affordable housing’ in PPG3
and Circular 6/98 to include low cost market housing.The
guidance says “affordable housing is housing of an adequate
standard which is cheaper than that which is generally available
in the local housing market. This can comprise a combination of
subsidised rented housing, subsidised low cost home ownership
(LCHO) including shared ownership, and in some market
situations cheap housing for sale. Local planning policies can
provide for the provision of appropriate quantities of affordable
housing in this sense” (p.117).The guidance notes that since
in most areas the minimum entry level house prices in the
second hand market are well below the prices of any new
build housing, this implies that ‘low cost market sale’ new
provision is of limited relevance to meeting affordable
housing needs (p.96).

Our findings 

Most districts used a definition of affordable housing
consistent with the guidance although some did not have
clear definitions from the point of view of planning. Some
had very clear definitions of key workers and the
intermediate market. Others disagreed strongly that
affordable housing can be provided without subsidy and
only regarded shared ownership as affordable housing from
the point of view of planning if the land value is retained to
provide housing for sale at below market levels and control
of the ‘equity discount’ can be retained in perpetuity. Many
stated that low cost market housing cannot be included in
the definition because it is new build, and thus more
expensive than similar sized properties in the second hand
market.

Best practice

■  Local authorities are required to define affordable
housing in terms of the relationship between housing
costs and incomes in their locality (see Point 4). It is
this, together with an assessment of available funding
and the economic viability of sites that will help inform
the level of affordable housing, that might be provided
through the planning system.

12



6. Minimum size of sample and
expected/actual response rate

The guidance 

The guide suggests that it is the total number of cases that
determines whether a sample is robust. In general, the
larger the better but there is little point going for samples
greater than around 2,000 because so little is added for the
additional cost. However, what are really important are the
response rate and differential responses to certain questions
or from certain groups because non-response leads to bias.
Therefore it is crucial that a truly random sample is
selected, large enough to compensate for non-response.

Our findings 

Many HNS are not clear enough in their methodology
about sampling techniques and do not provide enough
information about initial sample size, the survey process or
response rates.To ensure robust data, the initial sample
must be drawn randomly, though it may still be stratified.
The number of cases from this sample determines the
response rate. It is not a valid random method to survey
random addresses until a certain number of cases are
achieved, called a quota method.

Response rates should be provided for the survey
questionnaire in general and for specific questions which
typically have a high non-response rate, such as questions
requesting financial information.This will increase
transparency and enable readers to be aware of the
robustness of the data, or requirements for weighting (see
Points 8 and 9).

Best practice 

■  Using a random sample of 1,500 to 3,000 leading to an
expected response of 1,000 to 2,000 completed
interviews in the case of an interview survey, or a
random sample of 4,000 to 8,000 leading to an
expected response of 1,000 to 2,000 in the case of a
postal survey.

■  Ensuring that quota sampling is not used.

■  Postal surveys includes conducting the survey over as
short a time period as possible – ideally 6 weeks –
with two reminders during that period, the second to
include a further copy of the questionnaire (these
methods have been demonstrated to raise response
rates).

■  Ensure response rates are provided for the whole
survey and for questions on incomes and other
financial information.

■  Increase transparency in this area.
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7. Validation of survey data

The guidance 

The guidance recommends that validity checks are carried
out even where response rates are high (ie over 65%).This
will guard against bias or random error that is present in all
statistical sampling to some degree.Validation also
illustrates bias arising through non-response and sampling
techniques.

Validation checks involve a comparison of characteristics
of households from the survey data with data from an
independent source to see how similar they are. Once
areas of divergence and inconsistencies between the two
data sets are found, the survey data can be weighted to
correct them.

Obviously, not all variables from the survey will have
comparative data from an independent source and
therefore cannot be validated in this manner. However, the
areas that can be validated should be.Table 4.1 in the
guidance (Bramley et al 2000, p 54) provides a list of
variables which should be checked and the sources which
can be used to benchmark the survey data.

Our findings 

Most surveys use validation checks on some variables,
generally tenure and number of households against the
Census and Council Tax data. Only a few are comprehensive
in this area.Also, the process of validation is not transparent
in most reports.This makes it difficult to determine how
representative the survey data actually is.Very few HNS
provided enough explanation and detail in this area.

There is also an issue of process validation or quality
control over the survey process, whereby best practice
includes ensuring that interviewers are well trained and
spot checks are conducted on their progress.

Best practice

■  Conduct validation checks on all six variables listed in
Table 4.1 of the guide.

■  Provide more detail in the report on validation checks.

■  Conduct quality control over the survey process, for
example, carrying out random checks on data
collection by asking sample households if they could be
contacted briefly at a later date to check some basic
information.
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8. Weighting the data 

The guidance 

The guide recommends weighting survey data where
validation checks uncover inconsistencies between the
benchmark data source and the HNS sample.Table 4.1a (p.
54) gives an example of how to weight the data where
inconsistencies are found. If data are not weighted, the
results will be less robust when grossed up from the
sample to the total number of households.

However,Table 4.1a may not be sufficiently clear for
districts lacking in statistical expertise to be able to check
that their consultant has weighted the data correctly.
Suppose the survey had produced a greater proportion of
elderly households than there actually are in the district.
This means that the views and characteristics of such
households are playing too important a role in the overall
picture of housing need in the district.The method is to
create a ‘weight’ by dividing the survey proportion by the
benchmark proportion.The survey data are then multiplied
by that weight.Applying the weight reduces the importance
of the responses from elderly households in this example
and increases the importance of all other responses. If this
were not done, the survey results would be biased towards
the needs of the elderly and would not adequately reflect
other types of need.

Our findings 

Currently, practice varies. Some HNS data sets are
weighted before analysis and others are not, claiming to be
representative as they stand. Unfortunately, there is no
clear guidance on what counts as ‘inconsistent’.There is a
belief that all surveys will contain bias, therefore all data
should be weighted to take account of bias.Thus, unless the
survey proportions are identical to those in the
independent benchmark, the data should be weighted to
match the benchmark.

Also, the majority of surveys did not provide enough
detail either on the weighting process or to justify a
decision not to weight the data. Greater transparency in
this area would be beneficial.

Best practice 

■  Weight the survey proportions of the variables used in
the validation check so that the survey sample is
representative of the total population and to ensure
that the process of weighting is transparent.
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9. Unsuitable housing and
objective measurement of need  

The guidance 

As stated earlier, the concept of unsuitable housing is the
basis for determining the number of households in the
backlog of housing need.The guidance provides a list of
categories or problems that render a dwelling unsuitable
for a particular household (see Table 4.2, page 55).The
guidance also states the simplest way to measure these
problems is subjectively – asking the household if they
experience one or more of these problems. However, it
goes on to state that objective measures should be used
where possible.

There are some aspects of unsuitable housing that can be
more objectively assessed, for example, overcrowding can
be measured by comparing the number and gender of
household members with the size and type of their home.
This can then be compared with the ‘bedroom standard’
used in Government surveys.

Our findings 

There are two areas in which inconsistency arises in HNS
in the region. First, different consultants use different
categories of unsuitability. Few employ the whole list in the
guidance. Second, many categories have to be measured
subjectively, which allows for variation in interpretation.

It is impossible to remove subjectivity entirely from this
area, but where an objective measure is possible, it should
be used.The following categories from Table 4.2 on page 55

can be measured objectively: overcrowded, households with
children living in high flats or maisonettes; sharing a kitchen,
bathroom or WC with another household; household
containing person with mobility impairment or other
special needs living in unsuitable dwelling (e.g. accessed via
steps or containing stairs), and subject to major disrepair
or unfitness (if there is a stock condition survey at the
same time).

In terms of categories of unsuitability, several consultants
disagree over the inclusion of various sub-divisions in Table
4.2. For example, there are problems with including ‘living in
temporary accommodation’ as this can be treated
separately as part of the homeless households.Therefore,
this could lead to double counting.Also, the category
‘wanting to live independently’ results in the same problem,
as such households could be picked up as concealed
households elsewhere. However, to enable consistency, all
HNS in the region should start from the same point in
their needs assessments.This means using the same
categories of unsuitability.

Best practice 

■  Use all the categories listed in Table 4.2 in order to
improve consistency between districts, except the two
mentioned above, which may be excluded if there is
justification that these households are picked up
elsewhere in the calculation.

■  Provide objective measurement of these categories
wherever possible. For example, when a stock
condition survey is conducted in parallel with the
HNS, disrepair and unfitness can be measured
objectively.
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10.In situ solutions

The guidance 

Clearly not all households living in unsuitable housing
require an additional dwelling to be built. In some cases the
housing need can be solved by, for example, a stair lift,
repairs, or other in situ solution.The guidance says that
whether an in situ solution is possible can be determined in
two ways: by collecting data on income and savings in
relation to housing costs, which will indicate whether the
household can afford repairs; and by basing a judgement on
whether the household intends to move, which may
indicate that an in situ solution is not possible.

Our findings 

Districts found both methods subjective and difficult to
estimate. It is certainly the case that even where incomes,
savings and housing costs are collected (which nearly all
surveys do), it is still difficult to estimate repair costs from
a housing needs survey.

Best practice 

■  For greater consistency between districts, in situ
solutions should be quantified on the basis of whether
the household in question intends to move or not.

■  This should be checked against the category of
unsuitability and whether or not a move is deemed
appropriate or not to solve the problem (for example,
‘need to live closer to employment’ cannot be solved
in situ).
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11.Incomes data

The guidance 

As the guidance points out, “an accurate estimate of
household income is one of the most important pieces of
information that has to be obtained from a housing needs
survey” (p. 39).This is typically an area of high non-response,
and research has shown that HNS tend to underestimate
incomes when, for example, compared to data from the
Survey of English Housing (SEH).The guidance states that
the questions used in the SEH are ‘highly recommended’,
although no examples are provided.

Our findings 

There is a variety of practice on how surveys measure
income, including how they treat income from benefits,
savings, and investment income.This is partly because
where a postal survey is used, it is not generally possible to
ask detailed questions about savings and investment income
or indeed to get much detail on benefit income.

Response rates are always lower for questions on
incomes, possibly because people refuse on principle to
answer, but possibly because they do not know.

Best practice 

■  For greater consistency between districts, household
savings should not be included in the incomes data
used to calculate the affordability ratio.This will allow a
baseline to be created across the region in terms of
estimating whether or not a household needing to
move requires assistance.A survey can of course still
ask these questions and a local authority may make use
of the information elsewhere in the HNS.

■  Alternatively, secondary data can be used to give an
idea of savings levels in the region, if a local authority
wishes to investigate this area in depth.

■  Provide response rates for all questions relating to
income and financial information.This is especially
important where surveys impute answers to
compensate for non-response.
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12.Existing housing equity

The guidance 

The guidance states that it is important to take account of
the amount of existing equity owned by owner occupiers in
unsuitable housing (p. 57) and therefore the HNS should
aim to discover levels of existing equity.The guidance states
that this may require several additional questions to obtain
a reasonable estimate and many households may not know
the value of their home. It is quite vague on the best way
to go about estimating existing equity, saying that house
value could be asked and/or checked against imputed values
based on a local market price assessment. Owners could be
asked whether they have an outstanding mortgage and
when this was taken out and whether they believe it is
more/similar/much less than current value.

This is a very complex area, as data is hard to get and
might not be very accurate. Previously, not enough
allowance has been made for this category of households in
need.To simply discount owner-occupiers from being in
housing need is inaccurate but, equally, if a household has
recourse to such equity, they should be expected to use it
to help solve their own problems.

Our findings 

Current practice varies considerably. Some HNS discount
outright owners and those with access to a deposit of
certain value but fail to explain how this is calculated. Some
don’t make any allowance for existing equity. Other surveys
gather complex financial information concerning savings
and debts and work this into their affordability ratio.A
more simplistic approach, which avoids the problems of
data collection in this area, was to ask households whether
or not they could afford to move to a suitably sized home
in the district if they had to. Households who gave a
positive answer to this question were deemed not to be in
housing need, even if they failed the affordability test.

Best practice 

■  To avoid all the problems of estimating existing equity,
best practice is to ask all owner-occupiers “if you had
to move to a different house, could you afford a home
of a suitable size in the local council area?” If they say
that they can, even if they have failed the affordability
test based on income, they should be removed from
the housing needs assessment.
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13.Disaggregation of findings

The guidance 

Local authorities should consider to what extent the
findings from the HNS should be disaggregated, by property
size and type and also by sub-area.The guidance states that
geographical disaggregation is especially important in large
authorities that consist of distinct rural and urban areas.
Findings should always be disaggregated by property size.

Disaggregation is relevant at several points in the HNS
and is emphasised throughout the guidance. Estimates of
backlog should be disaggregated by location and by size and
type of accommodation. Estimates of housing need should
always be broken down by property size and type (see
Point 1 for further details of this area). Other areas which
would benefit from disaggregation are the supply of
affordable housing, information on where households want
to live and the affordability ratio in terms of local threshold
prices and incomes. Disaggregation is important in order to
highlight what can be significant differences within a local
authority and to allow resources to be allocated to where
they are needed.

The validity of survey results disaggregated to a smaller
scale or to sub-sets of housing sizes and types depends on
a fully random, properly validated, weighted sample of
sufficient size. Samples can be stratified to ensure adequate
representation at ward level. However, if the sample size is
not large enough or response rates are low, data at the
lower levels will not be as robust as at district levels. In
rural areas with small, scattered settlements, this may only
be achievable through 100% coverage, implying a postal
survey on grounds of cost. It is clearly useful to the district
if the results can be disaggregated, although it is not
essential for the basic housing needs assessment model.

Our findings showed:

Most HNS do disaggregate data, often to pre-determined
ward or sub-area levels, agreed with the local authority that
are taken into account when choosing the sample.
However, often data is not robust enough at such levels,
especially if non-responses are high or cases of particular
variables, such as data on black and ethnic minority
households, are few.

Best practice 

■  Ensure that the sample size, random nature of sampling
method, validation and weighting are adequate to
enable the degree of disaggregation required. In rural
areas with small, scattered settlements this may only
be achievable through 100% coverage.
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14.Migration and aggregation

Our guidance suggests:

As the guidance gives no suggestions on how to deal with
migration, it is necessary to make some here. Migration is
most important when quantifying newly arising need (see
Point 3). It is relevant to determining the number of in-
migrants in housing need, which is estimated using data on
households who have moved into the district in the last
three years and what tenure they moved to. In-migrants
who moved into owner occupation or private renting
without housing benefit are discounted from the
calculation, as they could clearly afford market housing at
the time of the move.Therefore a survey must collect
information on recent movements by households and their
previous location as well as their moving intentions and
expected location.

There is no risk of double counting because all these
households are new to the district.What a survey within a
single district cannot tell us is how many households in
need will solve their housing problems by moving out of
the district. Surveys can ask people whether they plan to
meet their housing need by moving out of the district.
However, because people cannot predict unexpected
events, the numbers who plan to move are usually much
fewer than the numbers who actually do move.

Aggregation refers to the concept of collating HNA from
local authorities in a sub-region and integrating them to
produce a cumulative, sub-regional figure for housing need.
However, there are lots of potential problems with this
approach.

A sub-regional survey can show moves between districts
within the sub-region (although not moves outside the sub-
region). However, it is not valid to produce a sub-regional
housing needs assessment simply by aggregating the
individual district needs assessments unless it is possible to
re-analyse the district survey data to take account of
moves between the districts (see Point 5 in the
Procurement section for more detail).

Best practice 

■  The estimate of newly arising need should include all
those households who have moved into the district in
the last three years, minus those moving into owner
occupation or private renting without housing benefit,
divided by three to reach an annual figure.
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15.Rural needs 

The guidance 

While the guidance provides a general approach that local
authorities should follow, especially in core areas, there is
room for flexibility within this to allow local authorities to
adapt the methodology to reflect local circumstances.This
is particularly important in rural areas, as the general thrust
of the guide concentrates on issues that are more relevant
to urban areas.

The guidance recognises that the characteristics of rural
areas will greatly affect any needs assessment and so the
HNS must take these into account. Disaggregation of
findings is essential and the type of survey conducted may
have to be different. Limited resources in rural areas and
dispersed populations make face to face interviews too
costly if results are to be valid at sub-area level. Instead, this
is one area that the guidance prefers the use of postal and
self-completion questionnaires.

Our findings 

Both districts and consultants pointed out that the
guidance was written from a primarily urban perspective.
As a result, some rural districts have used very different
approaches.They generally follow the guide’s suggestion
that in small parishes 100% surveys are necessary and,
because settlements are scattered, they have used postal
surveys on grounds of cost. Elsewhere, rural districts have
conducted mini-housing needs surveys at the time of a
proposed new development, such as a Rural Exceptions site
in a village.

In one case, the survey directs people to respond only if
they have a housing need.The validity of their need is then
assessed in the normal way.This method has been very
successful in supporting the need for Rural Exception sites.
However, it would improve consistency if all rural surveys
were also to conduct a housing needs assessment using the
basic model given in the guidance (Tables 2.a and 2.1, pp.
22-23), even if they request responses only from
households who believe that they are in housing need.

Best practice 

■  In rural areas with small, scattered settlements best
practice is to conduct 100% survey, taking all possible
steps to maximise the response rate.

■  Inviting response only from households in housing
need is a valid approach in rural areas, provided that
the basic model of assessing need outlined in the
guidance is also followed.
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16.Vulnerable groups and Black 
and Minority Ethnic households

The guidance 

The guidance suggests that assessing the housing needs of
vulnerable groups will become increasingly important to
local authorities. It is therefore essential that a local
authority has robust information on the housing needs of
these typically hard to reach groups. However, the guidance
recognises that a general housing needs study has three
important limitations in this area and often under-
represents vulnerable groups. First, the institutional
population is not included; second, because some
vulnerable groups are very small, their needs are unlikely to
be reflected accurately in a general survey; and third, need
for care and support will be measured very subjectively and
so may be subject to error. Instead, the guide recommends
that specialised needs surveys, existing administrative data
and other research methods are used to gather data on
these households.

Our findings 

Currently, HNS are attempting to provide information on
vulnerable groups and dedicate specific chapters to the
area. However, most local authorities are finding it difficult
to get robust data on black and ethnic minorities as well as
other hard to reach groups, due to the HNS uncovering
small numbers.Very few surveys used targeted methods to
capture information on these groups, with most using the
findings from the main HNS to draw conclusions, which are
often not based on large enough numbers to be significant.

Apart from the elderly and people with mobility
disabilities, which are normally represented in larger
quantities in a HNS, alternative methods are required to
survey the housing needs of vulnerable groups.These could
include a mixture of focus group discussions with
stakeholders, carers, and the vulnerable group concerned,
plus telephone interviews with stakeholders.This approach
applies equally to areas where Black and Minority Ethnic
groups are very small, although in large urban areas their
needs may be reflected in the general survey.Where only a
small minority is captured by the survey, it must not be
assumed that the needs of all minority group members in
the district are the same as those reported in the survey.

Where Black and Ethnic Minorities are more significant in
an area, local authorities should follow the advice given in
the guidance and involve representatives from these groups
in the survey design.This will help to ensure high response
rates from such households by taking language barriers and
cultural differences into account.

Best practice 

■  Use alternative approaches, such as focus group
discussions and interviews with carers, to assess the
housing needs of vulnerable groups or Black and
Minority Ethnic households, except where such groups
form a substantial proportion of the total population.
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17.Cross-boundary housing
markets

The guidance 

Where housing market areas and travel to work areas
cross local authority boundaries, the guidance suggests that
the authorities involved should consider a combined
assessment of the wider area, as “failure to consider the sub-
regional character of some local housing markets may lead to
problems” (p. 103).The guidance suggests that local
authorities demonstrate in their HNS that this issue has
been considered, as have the area’s relationship with its
neighbours. However, there is little discussion of how to do
this or in fact how to determine local housing market
areas.

The guidance recommends defining local housing markets
on a ‘customised basis’, which would involve a complex
analysis of secondary data on migration or work flows,
mainly drawn from the Census 2001.This area is not well
explained in the guidance and does not provide enough
detail for local authorities to actually investigate the nature
of their housing markets.

Our findings

Many local authority officers felt that housing markets
were not considered in enough depth in the HNS and were
not sure how this issue should be dealt with, given the
potential mismatch between local authority boundaries and
housing market areas and the complexities in this area.

Ideally, in order to take account of the nature of the
housing stock and whether it meets identified needs; more
information is required about how housing markets actually
work.This does not just mean analysis of secondary data
but also interrogating the raw data from housing needs
surveys across district boundaries to find out what is going
on. However, unless districts get together to pay for the
additional analysis required, it will not be possible to take
proper account of cross-boundary issues. For information
on sub-regional HNS, see Point 5 in the Procurement
section.

Best practice 

■  Investigate how local housing markets operate, using
past trends and projections and to discuss the effect
potential changes in the market will have on
affordability/house prices.

■  Highlight any cross-boundary housing markets that are
identified and consider either a joint survey or sub-
regional analysis with neighbouring districts in the light
of it.

■  Ensure the HNS demonstrates that this issue has been
considered.
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18. Projecting housing need 

The guidance 

The guidance states that an essential requirement for a
HNS is that it must project need forward over the strategy
period and provide a broader indication of need over a
longer period (p. 20).There are several suggested methods
of projecting need provided in the guidance. First, the
output from the basic needs assessment can be used, taking
into account likely future changes in inputs, such as supply.
Alternatively, more complex projections can be made, using
demographic and administrative data.Appendix 7 outlines
several models that can be used.

The approach favoured by the guidance is to calculate
the ‘affordability propensity’ for newly forming households,
which can be applied to projections of future newly
forming households over a given period.This will give an
estimate of the number of newly forming households in the
future that will not be able to afford market housing.

Our findings

Most consultants make only simple projections; few use
demographic data to determine future rates of newly
forming households. Some base the estimates of the future
flow of new household formation on responses to
questions about future housing intentions.The guidance
explicitly states that this is not recommended (p. 65).

Using household and population projections to estimate
future housing demand will give the local authority an idea
of longer term need in the area and can take into account
changes in the housing market and economic situation.This
can provide the local authority with an extra tool for
developing housing strategies over the longer term.The
HNS provides a snapshot of need at a specific point in
time. If the projections are carried out as well, this extends
the life and relevance/usefulness of the HNS. However, this
comes with the caveat that, as with all projections, the
further into the future they are taken, the less reliable they
become. Projections are most accurate over the short to
medium term.They can still be useful to give an idea of the
long-term situation, if this caveat is kept in mind.

Best practice 

■  Follow the guidance and, rather than estimating future
housing need on the basis of stated housing intentions,
use one of the two alternative methods outlined on
pp. 65-66. Districts should ensure that this is done.

■  Ensure that the HNS makes use of demographic or
administrative data to project demand for affordable
housing over the longer term, rather than just relying
on HNS findings.
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19.Benchmarking of HNS and
secondary data

The guidance 

The guidance has quite a lot to say about benchmarking, or
integrating, the results of the survey with other secondary
data. In particular, research suggests that housing registers
(waiting lists) remain the most important practical source
of information on social housing need across the country
(p.76). Local administrative records are essential for three
types of information: fine-grained analysis of demand and
supply and for particular household requirements including
special needs; monitoring and updating year by year; and
monitoring and profiling the supply of accommodation. In
addition, secondary data such as census results are
important as a baseline for population and household
projections, as a benchmark for checking the response
from a survey, and as a basis for small area profiling such as
identifying pockets of deprivation.The guidance gives details
on what type of data can be used for different purposes in
chapters 6 and 7.The action points for these chapters
focus particularly on monitoring.

Our findings 

There was considerable variation in the extent to which
benchmarking was done. Districts reported that they used
secondary data in the years between housing needs
surveys.The data sets used were most commonly the
Housing Register and homelessness information.With
regard to the Register,Table 6.1 (p. 82) provides a clear
recommendation of how such data should be used.The
guide assumes that all homelessness applications are also
on the Housing Register, so that there should be no
suggestion that homeless numbers are additional to those
on the Register.

Best practice 

■  Follow the guidance more closely with regard to
benchmarking the results of the survey with other
secondary data. Districts need to make themselves
familiar with the details of the guidance in this respect,
particularly the action points for chapters 6 and 7
(pages 91 and 100).

26



20. Updating and monitoring

The guidance 

As the HNS provides a snapshot of housing at the time of
the survey, to extend its relevance local authorities are
expected to monitor and update key variables throughout
the report’s lifetime.This can be done using administrative
data or data from other surveys. In this way, the local
authority can determine how robust their projections of
housing need are, and amend them if necessary.

The guidance suggests that if the same categories of need
are used in defining sub-groups on the Housing Register as
are used in the housing needs survey, then the Register can
be used to update the survey information on an annual
basis.This requires that the advice given on monitoring the
Register be followed (pp. 77-80).

Our findings 

One consultant set out very clearly how this should be
done. Some consultants provide training for their clients to
use their housing needs model and update it with specific
types of data, both administrative and secondary. Others
say that they do this but there is little transparency. Some
districts appear to treat the survey as a one-off, tick-box
exercise which is then put on a shelf and ignored.

Best practice 

■  Use the same categories of need in defining sub-groups
on the Housing Register as are used in the housing
needs survey (table 4.2, p. 55 and p.78) so that the
Register can be used to update the survey information
on an annual basis.

■  Request that the HNS provides clear details and
methods for updating the main findings over the
course of its lifetime.
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1. Joint commissioning

There have been several moves towards the joint
commissioning of housing needs surveys, first between local
authorities and second, between the local authority and
developers.There are both benefits and costs to joint
commissioning. In particular, districts must avoid reducing
the sample size in order to cut costs.There are likely to be
tensions between districts, some of which may highlight any
difficulties within individual districts, notably between
planning and housing. Benefits include greater consistency
and comparability between districts and a better handle on
cross-boundary issues.

Joint commissioning with developers has the attraction
that disputes and debates might be resolved before sites
ever get to a planning inquiry and a jointly agreed housing
needs assessment should reduce the chance of going to
appeal. However, if the private sector bears some of the
costs of the survey there is a risk of conflict of interest. It
may be preferable to invite developers to join the steering
group running the housing needs survey but not to accept
funding unless the basis for this is made totally transparent.
Ultimately, the local authority has to meet specific statutory
requirements whereas developers do not.

Best practice 

■  Where joint commissioning is undertaken, both the
decision and the basis on which it is made must be
transparent. It should not be used simply to cut costs.
Where developers are involved, their role should be
carefully defined so that the local authority, not the
developer, has ultimate responsibility for the housing
needs assessment.
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2. Transparency of reporting

One important outcome of the best practice guide to
housing needs assessments has been the increase in
transparency that has occurred. Compared to pre-guidance
surveys, HNS conducted following the publication of the
guidance are increasingly comprehensible and include more
explanations of methodology.

However, in order to produce robust figures for housing
need and to increase consistency, reports must be more
transparent.This will aid in both comparisons of housing
needs assessments and in supporting the figures in the face
of opposition from developers, for example. Currently
there are certain areas which remain lacking in
transparency and it is not always obvious how the
methodology is progressing. If housing needs survey
reporting were properly transparent, it would be possible
not only to make comparisons between districts but also,
by making the necessary adjustments, to aggregate the data
and re-analyse it at a sub-regional level.

Best practice 

■  All aspects of the housing needs survey, from selecting
the sample to final reporting, need to be made
transparent.The final report should clearly set out the
assumptions that are made and the steps involved in
getting to the housing needs assessment from the
answers to the survey questions. It should be possible
for a third party to use the same method on the data
and arrive at the same result.
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3. Training

Government guidance includes a chapter on the
commissioning of housing needs surveys and some of the
points have already been covered in this guide. However,
one very important finding which emerged from the
research is the need for expertise within the districts. In
some cases housing managers had commissioned three or
four surveys in the past and through this experience had
developed considerable expertise. In other cases, there was
no one with this kind of knowledge and people were
starting from scratch.They found the guidance invaluable
but would welcome more help.

It would seem sensible for districts that find they lack the
necessary expertise to invest in some basic training in
social surveys and statistical analysis.This may cost several
hundred pounds but in relation to the cost of the housing
needs survey and the updating of the housing needs
assessment over the years, it will pay for itself. Districts
could combine so that several staff were able to
participate, reducing the cost per person. Several
institutions run courses, and many training consultants
provide dedicated training.Topics that should be covered
include: sampling, response rates, the pros and cons of face
to face compared with postal surveys, survey design, quality
control, and basic statistical analysis with attention paid to
confidence limits, and use of standard statistical packages.

The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister could provide
more support to local authorities in the commissioning of
HNS.A website could be set up to provide information and
more detail in problem areas and new areas as and when
they arise.Also, relevant research and publications could be
put on the Internet, so that officers have access to the

latest developments in methodology and policy.

It hardly needs saying that staff need to become familiar
with the guidance, even those with expertise from previous
surveys, because the guidance has made a considerable
difference to how surveys are conducted and analysed as
well as to transparency.

Best practice 

■  Ensure that the relevant staff have adequate training
and expertise in survey methods and survey analysis,
including familiarity with the Government guidance.
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4. Use of the housing needs
assessment

A local housing needs assessment that provides robust,
up-to-date information on and analysis of local housing
needs and problems is an essential part of a local housing
strategy.The implication from the Government policy
statements is that the HNS and the needs assessment it
makes should be widely used within the local authority to
inform its housing strategy as well as provide the basic
information for the affordable housing policy in the local
plan.

It is important to note that there are two quite different
sets of uses to which housing needs assessments will be
put.The first relates to planning, where housing needs
surveys can provide some useful qualitative information on
total requirements but their main purpose is to provide
justification for affordable housing policies in the local plan
and to support negotiations with developers for the
provision of affordable housing on individual sites.

The second relates to housing where there is a need to
manage the social housing stock.This requires more
directed information on households themselves and their
needs, including information on age, gender, household
composition, ethnicity and special needs.

Although all local authorities questioned in the research
used their HNA to influence their local plan, the extent of
this influence and the implementation of actual figures
varied.The HNS should provide detailed information about
housing need, in terms of location, type and size of housing
needed and the split of affordable housing that would best
suit the households in question. Few authorities were

incorporating this level of detail from the HNS. One major
reason for this was concern over the reliability and
robustness of the findings from both planners and council
members.

Therefore it is essential that both planning and housing
commission the housing needs survey, and that members
are brought on board as early as possible.At present the
statutory requirement is in terms of planning but the
survey is commissioned and run by housing.This leads to
tensions, particularly over the housing needs assessment
itself, where the figure of need for additional affordable
housing that is produced may bear no relation to planned
housing allocation or estimated housing land capacity. If
both planning and housing are fully committed to the
project, these issues can be resolved. If members are
involved from the beginning, the findings are more likely to
be incorporated.

By following the Government guidance and the best
practice advice in this document, a local authority should
be satisfied that the findings of the HNS are robust. Once
the data is accepted as robust, and members place more
credence in it, the findings can be used to inform not just
the local plan, but also housing and planning strategies, the
community plan and regional housing strategies in detail.
Ideally, the housing needs assessment will be used to help
determine dwelling mix and size across the whole market.
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Best practice 

■  Both planning and housing officers need to commission
the housing needs survey together and both should
agree the housing needs assessment.

■  Ensure that members are fully committed to the
survey.

■  Ensure data is robust (by following best practice
guidance) and can be used in detail to advise planning
and housing strategies, the local plan, the community
plan and regional housing strategies.

32



5. Sub-regional housing needs 
surveys

The guidance emphasises the importance of sub-regional
housing need assessments, particularly in areas where local
housing markets cross administrative boundaries. It suggests
that authorities should investigate the extent of local
housing market areas to see if this is the case and, if so,
consider a cross-boundary needs assessment. It recognises
that there may be administrative or funding problems, but
states that ignoring this issue could be more problematic
(see p. 98).

The guidance does not go into detail about
commissioning and carrying out sub-regional studies, which
leaves local authorities without much guidance. In spite of
this, some local authorities are starting to recognise wider
housing markets and are conducting joint surveys with
neighbouring districts. Consultants and housing officers see
this as the way forward, especially given the current
emphasis on regions and sub-regions with regard to
housing policy and funding. Some districts have experienced
major problems when conducting sub-regional HNS and to
avoid future problems, guidance in this area is necessary.

There are two main points to note. First, every local
authority must have ownership of a HNS that relates
specifically to housing need within its own boundaries, for
administrative and funding purposes. Second, sub-regional
housing needs surveys can only be constructed by starting
with surveys at district level which are robust in terms of
sample size and response rate and combining or re-
analysing the data at the required sub-regional level. It is
not robust to conduct a sub-regional survey and then
divide it into the districts that make up the area. Other

important points are that the survey data from the
constituent neighbouring districts must be consistent in
terms of survey type, methodology and timing. It is a
question of re-analysing the data from these surveys in the
light of additional information concerning the sub-regional
picture.

Alternatively, sub-regional needs assessments can be
carried out using secondary demographic data on
population and household projections.This is a valid
alternative which will provide an estimate of future housing
need at a sub-regional level.

However, although there is emphasis on sub-regional
housing needs assessments, they are only relevant where
the districts in question have established that there is a
relationship with neighbouring local authorities.Also, given
that neighbouring districts may have different agendas,
budgets and policies, the decision to carry out sub-regional
assessments must be left to the individual local authority.

Best practice 

■  Local authorities should investigate local housing
markets to determine if there is a relationship with
neighbouring districts.

■  Either carry out a joint HNS across all the relevant
districts, ensuring that the sample size is large enough
within each district to enable disaggregated analysis, or
carry out a HNS within the local authority boundaries
and re-analyse data at sub-regional level if the survey
data from the neighbouring districts can be integrated
(and re-analysed) without problems.
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6. Key workers

The issues of key workers and key worker housing have
become increasingly important since the guidance was
published, particularly in the South East, in terms of funding
and the intermediate housing market.The guidance does
not provide any real information on this area. In fact there
is not even a definition of a key worker in the glossary.

Given the relevance of key workers and key worker
housing to the South East, many local authorities have
attempted to integrate the issues into their housing needs
surveys, requesting extra questions and analysis on key
worker households. However, as there is no best practice
and this is an area that has risen in prominence quickly, the
data and analyses vary in depth and content. Different
definitions of key workers are used and the analysis often
concentrates on a simple frequency table of how many key
worker households there are and where they live, rather
than specific affordability ratios for this group and details
about the intermediate housing market.

This is an extremely complicated area and, while the
HNS may provide some information about key workers
that is useful to the local authority, if the exercise is to be
done in detail, it must be done separately.The standard
HNS is not the best vehicle with which to investigate key
worker housing. In order to examine the intermediate
housing market and funding for key worker housing in
depth, local authorities may want to consider a sub-regional
key worker study. Employer surveys, including exit surveys,
can also be extremely useful.

However, the topic can still be raised in the HNS. Local
authorities will have to justify the definition of key workers
that they use, on the basis of local circumstances.The HNS

can then ask questions about key worker households and
carry out a separate analysis on this sub-group of
households. Some surveys already do this.

Best practice

■  Provide a definition of key workers that reflects local
circumstances.

■  Carry out a separate analysis of key worker
households within the HNS, in terms of numbers,
distribution, affordability, characteristics, similar to the
exercises currently carried out for vulnerable and black
and minority ethnic households. However, the
aspirations of key workers should be considered in
more detail.
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