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1. Introduction and background 

Aims of the research 

‘RentBetter’ is a research programme funded by the Nationwide Foundation to evaluate 

changes in the Scottish Private Rented Sector (PRS) regime. The Foundation commissioned 

Indigo House in 2019 to undertake a three-year study to learn from the experiences of 

households living in, and landlords providing, private rental properties in Scotland. The 

timescale for the research has since been extended due to the Coronavirus pandemic. 

The Foundation’s key aims for this research is to understand the impacts of recent changes 

that have been made within the PRS in Scotland, in particular the introduction of the Private 

Residential Tenancy from 2017. This is to help identify any further changes that may be 

needed in Scotland, and to share lessons learned for the benefit of private tenants and 

landlords across the UK. The Foundation wants to understand the impact of change on 

security of tenure; access to justice; affordability; landlord and tenant conduct. The focus of 

the research is on the impacts of these changes on tenants on a low income and/or in housing 

need. Findings from Wave 1 of the research were published in 2020. 

This Tenants Qualitative report is one of a set of reports for Wave 2 (2021-22). The 

RentBetter Wave 2 Final Report brings together a range of findings from secondary data 

analysis and qualitative research with tenants, landlords and letting agents, and wider 

stakeholders which should be read alongside this report.  

Baseline findings 

The RentBetter Wave 1 Baseline1 was conducted through a large scale representative survey 

of PRS tenants across Scotland, a survey of landlords and lettings agents, secondary data 

analysis and follow-up qualitative research with tenants, landlords and letting agents, and 

wider stakeholders. The key findings from the baseline work from the tenants’ perspective 

were:  

• Private renting tends to be a transitionary and shorter tenure compared with ownership or 

social renting. However, lower income tenants tended to be living in the sector for longer 

periods waiting for social housing or trying to save to own their future home. A small 

proportion of tenants saw private renting as a preferred, long-term choice. 

• Most also said they found it easy to find a private rental, but a significant minority struggled 

to do so, particularly those on lower incomes, those living in urban and pressured markets, 

single people, single parents, disabled people and those from Black and Minority Ethnic 

backgrounds. Affordability was the key problem for access to the PRS.  

• The proportion of income paid on housing was found to be relatively high with over half 

PRS tenants paying over 30% of their income on rent (with over two fifths paying 40-50%, 

and nearly one in ten over 50%). However, only 11% of survey respondents thought rents 

were difficult to afford. This finding raised questions about perceptions of affordability in 

the PRS, and whether tenants expected or even accepted paying high rents (relative to 

their incomes). This is a key area of investigation in Wave 2.  

 

1 https://rentbetter.indigohousegroup.com/findings/rentbetter-baseline-full-reports/ 

https://indigohousegroup.com/
https://rentbetter.indigohousegroup.com/findings/
https://rentbetter.indigohousegroup.com/findings/rentbetter-baseline-executive-summary/
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• Most tenants were satisfied with their property and the service they received in the PRS. 

There was a minority of tenants experiencing poor service around repairs, and whilst 

uncommon, experiencing illegal practices by landlords. 

• There was lack of awareness from tenants about tenancy rights, although there was also 

a high level of confidence from tenants around being able to stay in their home. The most 

important aspects of ‘security’ from tenants’ perspectives was around affordability, trust in 

the landlord and secure employment. The minority that felt less secure were those with 

less financial power – those living in deprived areas, on lower incomes and/or in receipt of 

housing benefit/Universal Credit. 

• In relation to disputes with landlords, and access to justice, while tenants’ awareness of 

rights was low, most tenants said they did feel confident in raising disputes directly with 

their landlord/letting agent, or they thought that the ‘system’ (including advice agencies) 

would help them out if there was a problem, even if they had no experience of formal 

routes to justice. Those with less confidence in raising disputes were again those with less 

financial power – often those on lower incomes and in part-time work, or younger, 

inexperienced renters.   

• The importance of maintaining positive, trusting relationships with the landlord was a 

strong theme from tenants, and appeared to be a key driver in there being little appetite 

from many tenants for lodging formal legal complaints. Awareness of formal routes to 

justice was very low. The experience of the First Tier Tribunal from a small number of 

tenants suggested this formal route was inaccessible, and there was an asymmetry of 

access to justice between tenants and landlords, with landlords more able to self-

advocate, use the skills and experience of letting agents, or use the resources of 

professional advisors. 

Hypotheses and research questions for Wave 2 

Wave 2 has concentrated more on lower income households and those in housing need, and 

has explored the following hypotheses: 

• Affordability – Tenants in higher rent markets have low expectations of affordability. This 

hypothesis is based on the baseline findings which appeared to show a disconnect 

between high rents in some markets and tenants’ perceptions of affordability.  

• Justice – Service provision, security of tenure and dispute resolution is considered more 

favourable from landlords with small (less than 5) portfolios. This hypothesis is based on 

the baseline finding that suggested better quality services and favourable dispute 

resolution was more common from smaller landlords. 

• Leavers and stayers – Landlords with less than 5 properties in their portfolio are more 

likely to leave the sector as a result of PRS reforms in Scotland. Again, this hypothesis is 

based on the baseline findings. 

The first two of these hypotheses are most relevant to tenants and are tested through this 

report. 
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Research questions for Coronavirus legislation impact  

During Wave 1 of RentBetter programme, the Coronavirus pandemic hit the UK in spring 2020. 

Scottish Government responded in the PRS by introducing temporary legislation which meant 

that from 7 April 2020 landlords had to provide extended periods of notice to leave (increasing 

from three to six months, except 28 days for antisocial behaviour and those with criminal 

convictions), the grounds for eviction were made discretionary, there was a temporary ban on 

the enforcement of eviction orders (in areas where there was a Coronavirus protection level 3 

or 4), and landlords were required to adopt pre-action requirements before seeking to end a 

tenancy. From 30th March 2022 the provisions for the extended notice period will expire. The 

eviction grounds will remain discretionary and the pre-action requirements will remain in place, 

and based on the Scottish Government’s New Deal for Tenants consultation2 (December 

2021) these provisions may become permanent. 

Given the major impact of the pandemic in all aspects of life, the Nationwide Foundation 

decided to extend the research to explore the impact of the Coronavirus legislation on the 

PRS. The research questions for this part of the research were: 

• Was extending the eviction notice period beneficial for tenants/landlords? What difficulties 

can be foreseen in extending eviction notice periods for tenants/landlords? Are there 

specific circumstances where landlords would be more amenable to lengthening notice 

periods?  

• To what extent did making all grounds for eviction discretionary deter unreasonable 

evictions during the pandemic? Are there mandatory grounds for evictions that should now 

be discretionary?  

• How did the implementation of pre-action requirements for evictions affect landlords in the 

PRS during the pandemic? Were these pre-action requirements commonly practiced by 

private landlords before their introduction in law? What were the benefits of these pre-

action requirements for tenants? 

Most of these questions are considered in the landlord qualitative report, and collectively in 

the Wave 2 Final Report, but the tenants’ experiences of the pandemic are explored in depth 

in this report, and certain aspects of these questions are answered in detail.  

Structure of this report 

The following chapter sets out the research methodology. The analysis of the interviews with 

tenants is set out as follows: 

• Tenants’ experiences of private renting 

• Income, rents and affordability 

• Disputes with landlords and/or letting agents 

• Experience of renting through the pandemic. 

 

2 https://www.gov.scot/publications/new-deal-tenants-draft-strategy-consultation-paper/ 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/new-deal-tenants-draft-strategy-consultation-paper/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/new-deal-tenants-draft-strategy-consultation-paper/
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2. Methodology and profile of participants 

The focus of this research was on understanding the experiences of private renters on low 

income or in housing need. Housing need was defined as a range of factors that put tenants 

at an increased risk of harm and disadvantage including problems with affordability, physical 

characteristics such as poor condition/outstanding repairs, over-crowding as well as the need 

for specialist provision – adaptations and housing support. Other interviews included those 

that had experienced financial impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic, and disabled people and 

those from Black and Minority Ethnic backgrounds. The sampling framework (Appendix 1) 

agreed at the outset of the research sets out the circumstances of the tenants sought for 

interview including gross household income levels of no more than £20,000 to £30,000 

(depending on household type). Appendix 1 also includes the profile of tenants interviewed 

which shows the research objectives were met by reaching tenants on low incomes and in 

housing need including others with less ‘power’ in the market such as disabled people and 

those from minority ethnic groups.  

Participants were recruited through advertising the research as widely as possible through 

new and established networks, such as Shelter Scotland, Citizens Advice Bureaux and other 

organisations including local authorities, Living Rent and a number of charitable organisations. 

Households with experience of the First Tier Tribunal (Housing and Property Chamber, FTT) 

were recruited through direct letter3. A general ‘Call for Tenants’ was also issued to partners 

and was available on the RentBetter website. A record was kept of interviews as they 

happened with gaps in recruitment identified to ensure that the sampling framework was 

achieved as far as possible.  The interviews undertaken were semi-structured in-depth 

interviews, using the Topic Guide agreed with the Advisory Group as a guide to the discussion 

(Appendix 2). All interviews were undertaken by telephone. Interviews were typically one hour, 

but more involved cases took over 1.5 to 2 hours.  

The purpose of the qualitative research was to provide in-depth understanding into particular 

issues, by exploring experiences, characteristics or behaviours. As is typical, the sample sizes 

are smaller than those used for the quantitative surveys, and the intention is not to be 

statistically representative. Reporting of qualitative findings has been done through analysis 

and description of opinion, rather than counts or measures. The following descriptions are 

used here in reporting qualitative findings in descending order of the prevalence: All, most, 

many, some, several, a few, and one or two.  

Limitations 

The qualitative research approach allows for intensive exploration and description of key 

issues, allowing for insights into participants’ views. It still enables the researcher to make 

reasonable judgements as to the prevalence of such views, although the nature of qualitative 

research (i.e. the number of interviews typically achieved, the free-form nature of responses, 

etc.) means that it is not possible to generalise the findings of the qualitative research in a 

statistical sense to that of the wider population. The qualitative approach allows us, given the 

number of interviews involved in this research and the recurring themes found, to summarize 

and develop general propositions and conclusions on the basis of the most common themes 

and experiences found. While this is not a statistically representative methodology, 65 tenants 

 
3 Name and address of tenants and landlords involved in Tribunal cases are a matter of public record at 
https://www.housingandpropertychamber.scot/previous-tribunal-decisions 
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were interviewed, which is a large sample for qualitative research and is sufficient for the 

researchers to make judgements as to any notable characteristics of a particular experience.  

It should also be noted that there may be opt-in bias in any type of qualitative research. 

Research ethics require that we ask people to voluntarily opt-in to the research, and then 

participants can choose to withdraw at any time. It is usual that participants will wish to 

participate in the research because of their experience and for some they have something 

particular they wish to say and offer to the research. In the context of this topic, this is true of 

both sides of the market – tenants and landlords/letting agents. The sampling framework 

mitigates against opt-in bias to some extent by ensuring that the researchers have achieved 

a balanced sample around the specific research objectives.  
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3. Tenants’ experience of private renting 

Introduction 

In this section the context of interviewees’ renting experience is set out exploring five key 

areas, namely: providing some background on housing choice; how easy or difficult it was 

finding this particular property; their views of the tenancy arrangements and awareness of 

rights; the relationship with landlord and communication; and finally housing needs.   

Throughout the report direct anonymised quotes are provided to illustrate the analysis, and 

some anonymised case studies provide examples of experiences. The tenant quotes include 

information about the tenant's household type, location (urban/rural), and landlord type where 

available.  

Housing experience and views on renting  

3.1 Reasons for private renting and housing choice  

Most of the tenants interviewed (40 out of 65), were long term renters, having rented for at 

least 7 years which is high compared to the average of 3.5 years across the PRS4. The highest 

number of years private renting reported was an outlier of 54 years. Only a small number 

stated this was their first-time private renting, generally having moved out of the family home 

or because a relationship had ended.  

The majority (43) reported that their past experiences of private renting had been poor, and it 

was common for people to report having lived, or currently living in unsafe or less desirable 

areas and/or having issues with the condition of the property. This research focused on low-

income tenants and it was clear through interviews that most were living in the lower end of 

the market.  

Most tenants (58 out of 65) said the main reason for private renting was that they had no other 

choice, as they couldn’t access social housing and couldn’t save the deposit to get a mortgage 

for their own place, with their wages or benefits barely covering the cost of living. Saving 

money across the group was not possible and managing financially for most was a struggle. 

These difficulties are discussed further in the affordability section below. 

 “The main reason for private renting is that I don’t have any choice. We have looked 

into social renting at midmarket. I am on the Ed-Index Housing but I haven’t even got 

an answer from them. You are given three bids a week to put in. You have a look, 

and they are normally the more challenging areas…but if you find somewhere you 

like, you put in a bid. I have been doing it for a few months and never had an answer 

back. I believe social housing is a long wait. It is like a lottery. The only way you will 

get to the top of the list is if you can prove you are homeless.” (Couple, urban, renting 

from national Letting Agent) 

Some even described feeling ‘trapped’ in private renting, and some suggested they felt they 

needed to ‘rent for the rest of their lives’. One person from a minority ethnic background 

referred to the long wait for council housing, but also the difficulty with temporary 

accommodation. 

 
4 See RentBetter Secondary Data Analysis Report, 2022 
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“I feel people are being trapped by rent, I am paying a mortgage and it is not mine. 

Psychologically, you feel trapped, because you want to do things in the garden say, 

but it is not yours. It is a slight feeling of this permanence to it. I feel fortunate, but it is 

true you do you get trapped.” (Single, rural, small portfolio landlord) 

 

“I have started looking into Council housing, The waiting lists are so long though. 

They said I would have to wait for two years in a hostel. I didn’t want to share a place 

with drug addicts or racist people. (Single, urban, small portfolio landlord) 

Some also said that by working, they just missed out on government support and the 

thresholds for support did not take account of the true cost of living and, despite working, were 

living month to month.  

In terms of housing choice, the general view was that council/social housing was either 

completely unattainable due to others’ higher priority, or the person had to be really in a crisis 

or homeless to have a chance of this tenure being available as an option. Some people living 

in urban areas also relayed the fact the private rented properties were in better areas than 

social housing, which was preferable to living in ‘poor’ social housing areas. A couple of young 

single men and one young woman reported living in flat shares in the main cities as it was the 

cheapest option available and all they could afford.  

A few disabled people said that the council housing available did not meet their accessibility 

requirements and therefore for them, private renting was the more appropriate option. 

However, several disabled people reported that living in the private rented sector still meant 

they suffered accessibility issues in their housing. This is discussed further in later sections. 

“I want to downsize from a 4 to a 3, but I am told they don't have any of it. I am 

disabled; I want to have a bungalow. I had to go back into private again because of 

my needs.” (Single mother, rural, landlord has many properties) 

A very small number said they rent privately because it was their choice, it was convenient as 

they didn’t want to commit to buying somewhere and were living in an area they liked. Only 

one person from a sample of 65 felt there was a possibility they would buy their own property, 

and the rest expected they would continue to private rent as they could not see a change in 

their circumstances and therefore had no other choice.  

“It is not an option to have my own place because all my money really goes on rent. I 

am living month-to-month and not able to save. I have two boys and the older they 

get the more expensive it is to clothe and feed them, no one talks about that. I think I 

will be able to stay here, as I asked her (the Landlord) last time she was up if she 

was thinking of selling, and she had no intention of selling.” (Single mother, urban, 

local letting Agent) 

Finding a place to rent  

3.2 Demand pressure 

Most participants across all types of areas (54 out of 65) reported that getting their property to 

rent was hard, or very hard, with some reporting having to look for six months or more. Cost 

of renting and affordability was the main obstacle, and for a few families it was also about the 

lack of space available, and/or safety of the area. Finding a place to live, especially in cities 

and across all household types, was described as a ‘full time job’, with competition fierce and 
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people having to ‘jump’ at any chance, even if they were not keen or sure it was what they 

wanted.  

“I would say it has been a negative experience, trying to find accommodation is very 

difficult. Trying to find a flat that is affordable is really difficult. There is always 

competition. They can raise the price to what they want. Our current flat was posted 

with no photo, it was risky to go for it but there was 8 people there on the day, so you 

had to call right away to get it.” (Couple, urban, renting from national Letting Agent) 

Other examples of the demand pressure, and competition for properties included people 

having to pay very large deposits, or deposits on application. One woman reported that 

because she came from outside the UK and was unable to secure a guarantor who earned 

more than £30,000 a year, she had to pay six-months rent up front as a deposit. Another 

young woman said that when she and her boyfriend applied to rent a flat and had to put down 

a deposit alongside their application, they were told that if their application was not successful 

the money would still not be returned. The scale of demand pressure and lack of choice was 

also reported from a few people who had pets and said that this was a particular barrier to 

getting properties to rent, and you had to pay an extra deposit if pets were accepted. 

3.3  Cost versus location 

The main consideration for interviewees when choosing their property was cost and location.  

Several said that for them it really was only about cost, and their expectations were low. A few 

had even taken a place knowing that the condition was poor and accepted this to be the case. 

For families, space and having an adequate number of bedrooms was also important, to the 

extent that they were at the top of their budget or had even moved to a different area, therefore 

compromising on location. One family in a city said that they had been looking for a year and 

a half, with nothing in the local area within their budget, and they were currently tolerating 

overcrowded conditions.  

We were looking for this place for a year and a half. It was the affordability that was 

the issue. We have a catchment area to Aberdeen, so the properties up here are 

expensive. Everyone assumes you are in the oil or fishing, but we are not all in there. 

We are looking for a bigger place now for a year and a half…it was space and just 

affordability, and an area where we felt safe. We didn’t even look at the schools. If 

the area is safe, then the schools should be ok.” (Family, urban, landlord with many 

properties) 

Two younger tenants explained that they had wanted to live in a city but instead were in the 

outskirts in a less desirable area. Across the groups, the key message was that people got 

what they could get within their budget. When participants were asked about ‘trade offs’, the 

response for the majority was generally that they had low expectations and so any ‘pipe 

dreams’ they had about what they want to afford were quickly forgotten. People also said that 

they compromised even on location, space, and all the things they had really wanted, rather 

than being ‘add-ons.’ The main trade off people reported was the condition of the 

accommodation.  

“The main thing for us was our budget. It needed to have a washing machine… We 

just went with what we could get and try to be in the area.” (Couple, urban, national 

Letting Agent) 

 

“I just needed a place with a bed.” (Single, urban, small portfolio landlord) 
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Case study - Gary: Example of a tenant who is concerned about his past, unable to 

provide references and tolerates being in a flat share and poor conditions because he 

feels he has no other choice 

Other than a year renting with his ex-girlfriend, Gary has been flat sharing in a city for over ten 

years. He has a problem with drinking and his employment history is patchy and has been 

unemployed for the past two years. Getting a flat is difficult because of the costs involved and 

his problematic past, and he has got a room wherever he can, for the cheapest amount and 

where they ask the least amount of questions. He explained that many of the places he has 

stayed have not been above board and he has often paid the landlord in cash. He rents 

through Gumtree mainly. He hates flat-sharing and does it because he feels he has to. In his 

current flat, he rents a room and each tenant had a separate agreement with the landlord but 

this property is now being managed by a letting agent. When he first moved in, he met with 

the landlord directly and explained his circumstances, namely his past substance use and 

inability to provide references, and they were initially understanding. The landlord then sold 

the flat during the pandemic but reassured all the tenants they would only sell to someone 

who also allowed them to stay on. The letting agent that has taken over now wants credit 

checks done and Gary is avoiding replying because he is worried he will fail and become 

homeless. He explained that there is mould in the bathroom and he isn’t reporting anything 

because he doesn’t want to be ‘visible’ to the letting agency. He is not aware of his rights. At 

present he gets around £800 in benefits and around half of this goes on rent. He describes 

himself as not having a life, just an existence.  

 

3.4 Rural areas 

In the rural areas, rental properties were described as being as rare as ‘hen’s teeth’. It was 

also notable that properties were often found informally through friends or family, rather than 

through more formal routes such as the internet or being openly advertised. Interviewees 

lamented increasing demand in rural areas, with holiday accommodation and second homes 

said to be pushing local people out. They said this changed the dynamics of the area, so that 

the feeling of a local community was being lost or compromised.  

“It is the Airbnb that is pushing them [rental properties] out. I got this through a friend 

through word of mouth. I got her to look at it and that is what made me come down 

here. Getting housed here is a bad situation. I might never get a house.” (Single, 

rural,  single property landlord) 

One woman who had moved to the Highlands from mainland Europe described her frustrations 

at not being able to rent but praised a housing organisation for offering people what she saw 

as ‘a way out’, by ‘renting to buy’ and was on the cusp of owning her own place.   

“It is horrendous. I don’t know how to begin to describe the housing problem. Local 

people have to go away. I know someone who has been living three years in a van to 

get a deposit for a place…If we didn’t have an opportunity with this housing trust, I 

would have had to move back. I want to live in the Highlands, the Scheme was 

offered to me. Private renting – I see so many people struggle with rent here. The 

Airbnbs and tourism is insane. Local people have to move away! They can’t afford to 

live where they work.” (Couple, rural) 

Another woman, living in a three-bedroom house in a rural area on her own, described feeling 

guilt at having ‘all this extra space’; she wanted to downsize, but there were no housing options 
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for her to do so. She was therefore stuck and reflected that otherwise her house could be 

released in the market for a family.   

Across all types of areas (urban and rural) only a small number felt that it was easy to find a 

property where they lived. They based this judgement on them taking less than a month to 

find the accommodation they were in now. However, it was notable that for most of this group, 

they last looked for a property more than three years ago. Some observed that if they were 

looking for accommodation now in the same area, they wouldn’t be able to afford it, and this 

apprehension made them acutely aware of their limited options. 

3.5 Landlord Registration requirements 

Most interviewees (45) had not checked landlord registration requirements at the point of 

searching for and taking up their property. Most had no idea what landlord registration was. A 

small number of participants were aware of these and said that they always checked them 

when they started renting a property. One man, who had taken his landlord to the Tribunal, 

explained that he only checked the registration requirements when the case was being taken 

forward. However, in his opinion this made little difference to the tenant’s situation and the 

balance of power. Access to justice is discussed in later sections. 

In summary, the clear view from tenants interviewed was that access to private renting was 

difficult in Scotland and had gotten worse over the period they had been renting. This was 

particularly the case in cities and in rural areas, rather than less pressured urban/mixed areas. 

Consideration of Landlord Registration requirements was rare as a criterion in the search for 

properties. 

Tenancy arrangements  

3.6 Rights and responsibilities 

The participants were fairly evenly split between those that were aware of their rights and 

those that were not aware or were really vague about their rights as tenants, admitting in some 

cases to choosing one of the options of Private Residential Tenancy (PRT) or Short Assured 

Tenancy (SAT) without really understanding what these meant. The split in the group around 

rights would also go some way to explaining why only a small group, as discussed below, took 

a case to Tribunal, particularly considering the level of complaints from participants around 

the condition of properties. Those that didn't know about their rights confirmed that they didn't 

read their tenancy document fully, or not at all.  

Only a few interviewees actually understood the differences in rights between the types of 

tenancies and explained that the changes between SAT and PRT had not affected them 

because they had not had to exercise their rights. Only two people said that when they had 

been given notices to quit, and after reading their rights decided to take their time moving. 

Those that were aware of their rights generally either had issues with past landlords and 

therefore made sure they understood their rights in this new tenancy, or they had obtained 

advice and support from advice agencies such as Shelter Scotland or Citizens Advice. 

The overall feeling from across the group (regardless of whether they were aware or unaware 

of their rights) was that, in their opinion, the balance of power lay in favour of landlords, and 

there was a general feeling of lack of accountability on the part of landlords, especially for 
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those tenants who had negative experiences. This was particularly the view in relation to fixing 

repairs. The topic of access to justice is explored more in a later section. 

“I feel like either I am being naive, or I am missing something, surely it is not right, 

why landlords and letting agents get away with so much. It seems really unfair.” 

(Single, rural, renting from national Letting Agent). 

 

3.7 Feelings around security of tenure 

Only a few participants (4) described feeling that where they lived was their home and that 

they had security of tenure. The main reason for this was that they had lived there for a long 

time and treated it as their own. One woman explained that the landlord had reassured her 

they had no intention of selling.  

 “I feel like it is my home. My words are – you need to take me out of here in a box.” 

(Single mother, rural, small portfolio landlord) 

 

“I think I will be able to stay here, as I asked her (the Landlord) last time she was up if 

she was thinking of selling, and she had no intention of selling.” (Single mother, 

urban, renting from local letting Agent) 

One other woman had lived in the same home for nine years and was a pensioner. She had 

carried out significant work in the house at her own expense over the years to make it ‘her 

own’. She lamented that with the next rental increase she knew she would no longer be able 

to stay there and had put herself on the council list in the hope of getting a place.  

Across the group, the feeling of security of tenure was rare. Tenants were concerned that the 

landlord might decide to sell or that they would be asked to leave and therefore were unwilling 

to complain about outstanding repairs. 

“I am worried about him deciding to sell that is why I don’t want to rock the boat. 

When he had someone check for damp, I was worried. We wouldn’t get what we 

have for the price we pay if he sells. I would say it could be a £1000 a month at least 

for rent. All of us are autistic and we just don’t want to have to change.” (Single 

mother, urban, single property landlord)  

Two interviewees specifically felt that the number of inspections they had from the letting 

agency (one every six months and the other every three months), seriously compromised how 

they felt about where they lived, and emphasised that this was not ‘theirs’ and an invasion of 

privacy. 

Relationship with the landlord or letting agent and communication 

The group were broadly evenly split in terms of their views of their relationship with their 

landlord. Those that identified higher levels of satisfaction in their renting experience, and who 

said the relationship with their landlord was ‘good’ were more often those who lived in rural 

areas; those who rented from landlords with one property or a small portfolio; and those who 

rented from the small landlords directly, as opposed to through letting agents. The levels of 

satisfaction were underpinned by the relationship and the level of trust established between 

the tenant and landlord. For tenants, trust was generally built by the landlord getting things 

done quickly and properly (mainly repairs), and the landlords having a more ‘hands-on’, 

personal approach appeared to generate more trust and satisfaction for many tenants.  The 

prospect of the property being sold was also often related to trust in the landlord.  
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“He is very friendly. He gets things done quickly…There have been a few things, so 

for example, there was a storm and it led to a leak in the casement windows and in 

the bedrooms. I messaged him, he spends a lot of time away as he is in oil and gas. 

His response was very swift and got someone round the next day. It was sorted 

quickly…The shower as well, when we moved in, he got that sorted. He has been 

very responsive.” (Pensioner in a couple, urban, small portfolio landlord) 

“The relationship I have with him is pretty good…He is good with repairs. Even 

throughout this time [the pandemic] he has been quick…I feel I can trust him, and he 

means what he says about him (not) selling.” (Single, rural, small portfolio landlord) 

However, while satisfaction and trust tended to be higher with smaller landlords, some tenants 

did point to less confidence in ‘accidental landlords’5 who were reported by some as not 

appearing to understand or be competent in their duties as a landlord, as illustrated below. 

“We discovered (at the Tribunal) they hadn’t formally taken it over (registration of the 

property) and they hadn’t registered it. We never really had a contract either. The 

furniture in it was really tatty stuff and so I got rid of it. I had a big bone of contention 

because the carpets were ghastly, and then I replaced them…If there was a problem, 

I know it will be a problem. I have to wait weeks and months. They don’t want to 

spend anything.” (Single, urban, single property landlord). 

It was generally the case that where landlords and tenants were known to each other and 

there was less ‘distance’ between them, then the service and relationship was better. 

Inevitably, relationships were poorer when landlords or agents were more distant and less 

responsive. There were however a couple of notable exceptions in rural areas, where although 

the tenant and landlord would be well known to each other, because the landlord was not 

fixing outstanding repairs the relationship had become complex or fraught.  

“There were always issues. I stay in a remote and rural area. Everyone knows each 

other. The availability of accommodation is not great. In some sense you don’t want 

to rock the boat and be too demanding as a tenant. There are limitations. You are 

likely to have a personal relationship with the landlord and the family, so it is an 

unusual set of circumstances. So it does impact on things, so asking for repairs. You 

don’t want to appear a nuisance… Friend or not I think you like things to be clear. I 

think maybe also time limits on when repairs get done. I think it is about 

depersonalising it. In order to survive and navigate the housing market you do have 

to be personal, there has to be give and take, but sometimes there is too much take 

and not a lot of give. I feel like I can’t really push things…I think people in rural areas 

there is a different dimension to the housing crisis and that perhaps won’t be 

captured if you are interviewing people in other situations. There is a rock here, you 

are surrounded by water, and the housing stock is the housing stock and the people 

on the island are the people on the island.” (Single, rural, landlord has one property) 

In terms of forms of communication, there were indications that where the relationship was 

purely down to remote email or texts for reporting repairs or any other tenancy issues, this felt 

distant for tenants.  

“I sent them an email when I lost my job and said I would do all I can to keep up with 

the rent and was on UC. I flagged it to them. All I got back from them was if you are 

 
5 Accidental landlords are those that don’t intend to keep their rental for the long term and have entered into 
the PRS because they have been unable to sell it, probably when they last moved. 
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going to get into difficulties let us know. There was nothing proactive. In fairness they 

probably got loads of those emails.” (Single, urban, local letting agent) 

 

“We don’t have a relationship with her. It is all texts. We report things and she says 

she will get onto it and then nothing happens…I don't trust her, not as far as I could 

throw her.”  (Family, urban, landlord with many properties) 

The relationship with landlords or letting agents where communication was described as poor, 

was also most often when repairs were not done quickly, or tenants considered work to be 

done cheaply and inadequately, or in some cases not at all. Where this happened, tenants 

reported that trust had been lost.  

“It is challenging. Over the years I have been telling him the issues, he listens but 

then he doesn’t take action. I feel like as a tenant, he doesn’t listen.” (Single, urban, 

landlord has many properties) 

 

“I expect that eventually if I keep sending emails to the Letting Agent then it gets 

things done, I feel like I have to hassle them. I feel like that is what it has become.” 

(Single father, urban, local letting agent) 

There was a resounding feeling in these cases that the landlords did not want to invest in their 

properties, and this suggested to some tenants that the landlords didn’t care about their 

situation.  

 “They only care about the maximum output and minimum input.” (Single pensioner, 

rural, landlord has many properties). 

In summary, for many tenants there appears to be a connection between satisfaction with the 

property and renting experience, and a trusting relationship with the landlord. Trust appears 

to be important, built through good service provision and responsiveness, but also a feeling of 

security through assurance of the rental property not going to being sold. Many tenants 

appeared to be more satisfied with the person-centred, individual approach rather than a more 

remote service that may be provided by larger landlords or letting agents, although some 

questioned the competence of the smallest, ‘accidental’ landlords. 

Housing Needs 

3.8 Repairs and property condition 

Some people said that they had no problems with getting repairs done. There were several 

tenants, though, most of whom had the property managed by a letting agent, who said they 

had stopped reporting repairs unless they were absolutely necessary. Based on experience 

they didn’t think they would be done, and some of these tenants were also worried that making 

these calls would risk them having their rent increased. 

“My daughter’s window is broken permanently in terms of the lock, but I have not 

reported that. I don’t want to be constantly asking for things so I am worried they 

would put up the rent.” (Single mother, urban, local letting agent) 

However, for most of the group, outstanding repairs were a problem, and they were trying to 

get these sorted out through repeated calls, texts or emails with the letting agent or landlord. 

This was not only linked to the pandemic, but rather long-standing issues, and many discussed 

this as affecting them physically and mentally. A common complaint was around damp, mould 
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and a lack of ventilation, this not being dealt with and so getting worse. Many reported the 

landlords putting the issue back onto the tenant saying that they were not ventilating the 

property, despite them having no means to do so. A couple even said they could not sleep in 

their bedrooms as a result of the extent of the damp in their accommodation.  

 “I told him about the damp that first winter and he told me it was condensation and 

have to keep my windows open and this continued for the next four years. He got 

people to come out and basically build a wall with plywood in front of the damp and 

so it was growing behind it, so you could still smell it and it was still there. I couldn’t 

believe that that was how he was dealing with it. So that was about two years after 

the damp had been there. He said it was stuff to treat dampness, but it wasn’t. Over 

time I just didn’t trust him.” (Single mother, urban, single property landlord) 

Many issues related to heating, with electric heaters being expensive, boilers not working or 

lack of double glazing. Some tenants, renting from what they considered to be ineffectual 

letting agents had called workmen or contacted the landlord directly (where there was an 

agent) when the boiler had stopped working or a leak needed to be reported. 

“It is an old property, it has no insulation and it has electric storage heaters, so we 

have had a lot of issues with the cost of heating it, moving in with a baby you need to 

heat it, it is designed to have four fires going all the time, so if it is not heated it will 

fall down. We ended up taking on a lot of cost unwittingly. The walls are poured 

cement, it has wooden panels. It is very cold.” (Family, rural, single property landlord) 

 

“I have had a couple of issues, my boiler broke on Christmas eve last year. I couldn’t 

get a hold of them. It was 9pm. They just didn’t answer my phone. I ended up 

phoning a plumber myself who came out. He came out and did it as a favour. He did 

it for free for me.” ( Single mother, urban, local letting agent) 

 

Case Study: Cara who has had significant personal expense to make accommodation 

habitable  

Cara is a single mum of two girls and one boy who has been diagnosed with ADHD. She 

moved into the property two years ago. The main issue is that repairs never get done and 

there were even mushrooms growing in her bathroom at one stage because of the mould. She 

has carried out extensive renovation to the flat at her own personal cost, putting down new 

carpets, and installing a new bathroom. She doesn't know her rights and, at the moment, a 

third of her income is going on rent alone. She has no points with the council and cannot afford 

to move into another rental, as she cannot save the deposit. She feels stuck.  

Case Study: Lisa who lacks security and landlord is not investing in the property 

Lisa has autism and has two children that live with her who also have autism. Lisa is self-

employed and when the pandemic hit, she was not able to earn any money. Her and her 

partner split up and she had to come off working tax credits and onto Universal Credit, and 

throughout the first six weeks had no money and was reliant on savings. She explained the 

‘awful process’ of having to ‘prove’ her disability, and ‘giving up’ her ‘dignity’ to get what she 

was entitled to. The house she lives in has good space for her family and is near the Unit her 

child attends. She explained that change for people with autism is not good, so she really did 

not want to have to move. She also ‘knows’ that the rent she pays is reasonable in comparison 

to what she may have to pay if she moved, and it is difficult to find a place of this size and 

within her budget. Lisa has many complaints about the house, and the repairs do not get done. 

The main issues are that the front door does not lock, and the bathroom is ‘crumbling’, and 

after 14 years of living there, wear and tear means that everything needs to be replaced. Lisa 
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is wary though of complaining in case the landlord decides to sell, and described the situation 

as being ‘in an abusive relationship’ explaining ‘I feel like I am in trouble for asking for the bare 

minimum and will be punished for asking for too much.’   

3.9 Overcrowding 

Overcrowding was an issue for only a small number of people, but for these people the impact 

was significant. Examples include one woman who described sleeping on the sofa for the past 

three years in her two-bedroom flat so her two teenage daughters that share and teenage son 

were able to have separate rooms. She had been on holiday for a week and said this was the 

first time she had slept in a bed for three years. One father also described his son and daughter 

currently sharing but this would soon not be appropriate and him and his wife were considering 

having to move their ‘bedroom’ into the living room. One other woman with a disability was 

sharing a double bed with her teenage daughter whilst her son slept in the ‘very small’ box 

room. The impact of overcrowding was significant on people’s mental health.  

3.10 Accessibility and adaptations 

Several disabled people explained that they needed level access ground floor 

accommodation, but that there was very little choice, in the social or private rented sectors. 

One man explained that the lack of ground floor accommodation was so acute that he had to 

take a property in which the accessibility was really all that the property had offered, as the 

property was in very poor condition. He felt that disabled people were being exploited due to 

the lack of accessible housing options:  

“I took this property because I have mobility issues as I don’t keep good health…I am 

an insulin dependent diabetic. I am not good going upstairs so when this came up, a 

ground floor, it appealed to me. But the house is in a terrible state. I did know that but 

I wanted to do things to do it. I wasn’t prepared to live in it. The letting agent and I 

had words about the condition of the house. They said that it was habitable and it 

was only just. The toilet and kitchen needed upgrading. The floor down was 25 years 

old, old laminate. I lifted it and put carpets in. The lounge, hallway and bedroom. 

They have now done some work, the cheapest vinyl in the bathroom and kitchen. 

There is no extractor fan and I need to get onto them for that. Also, I had the chance 

because of my disability, I could have the heating upgraded, so that is happening. It 

is storage heating at the moment. The landlord is getting it done for nothing. I am 

very reluctant to do it for him. I wanted somewhere that is handy. My car is parked 

right outside and it is close. I feel they are taking advantage of all of this. I am getting 

this heating put in for my situation and they are benefitting.” (Simon, single retired, 

urban, local letting agent) 

In the same vein, a woman living in a rural area described how her priority had been to get a 

wet floor shower room, and this came at the cost of other things, specifically the poor condition 

of the property. 

Across the participants where adaptations were relevant, most reported no problem with 

getting adaptations done, although there were two quite extreme exceptions where the 

landlords had blocked the individuals from getting what they needed. In one case a woman 

had not had a ramp installed that she needed, and in another case, a woman had not had a 

bath installed and as a result could only wash at the local swimming pool facilities.  
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3.11 Issues with neighbours 

Most people were generally satisfied with their neighbours. However, several reported that 

their neighbours were noisy, and they felt powerless to address it. A few reported a range of 

other issues including suspecting neighbours of substance use which made them fearful; theft 

of parcels from a front door (the tenant had installed a security camera) and known offenders 

living in the same stairwell causing concern to a tenant to the point that she was trying to find 

another flat. Generally, these issues were not raised with the landlord or letting agent as the 

tenants did not think it was the landlord’s responsibility. 

3.12 Prospects for change 

Tenants were asked about what they felt were the prospects of change in relation to housing 

needs. Housing needs related to problems with neighbours and overcrowding were regarded 

as being beyond the responsibility of the landlord or letting agents. However, tenants were 

clear that it was the responsibility of the landlord or letting agent to deal with repairs. Several 

tenants had sought help from advice agencies and this reaffirmed their rights that repairs 

should be dealt with by the landlord or letting agent.  

Tenants’ confidence in their landlord or letting agent responding to these needs mirrored the 

analysis of the relationship with the landlord or letting agent. Broadly half had confidence they 

would be dealt with, but the other half had low expectations of there being a prospect of change 

but continued to call and report repairs as they arose. The majority of tenants who were least 

satisfied and felt there was little prospects for change lived in urban and/or highly priced 

pressured market areas. Most participants with these views were single, followed by single 

parents and families. 

As discussed above, a few tenants had even stopped reporting issues to their letting agent or 

landlord unless it was absolutely necessary. Their perception was that the situation was 

unlikely to change at any rate, and they didn’t want to risk being ‘visible’, or even risk their rent 

being increased.  

“I was worried that he would kick me out. It has made me hold back from asking for 

repairs… I feel like he could just turn around and tell me to get out…I am not asking 

any more about repairs unless they need to be done.” (Single, urban, flatshare, small 

portfolio landlord) 

3.13 Summary – tenants experience of private renting 

This chapter has shown how the tenants interviewed have been renting in the PRS for 

relatively long periods, mainly due to lack of access to other preferred tenures – social renting 

(lack of priority) and owning (lack of finance). Finding a property that was affordable took 

months of searching, and the trade-offs made were mainly around condition, but also settling 

for less space (inside and out) and poorer locations: people were ‘getting what they could get’. 

Participants were evenly split between those aware of their rights, and those that were not, 

and few had used advice agency services. The feeling of security of tenure was unusual, often 

due to the fear of landlords selling. Levels of satisfaction were also variable, with those more 

satisfied because of their individual ‘good’ relationship and levels of trust in their landlord or 

letting agent. Trust in the landlord was important and hinged on how quickly repairs were done, 

and perceptions of security (again associated with whether a landlord was likely to sell). 

Satisfaction was greater for those with a direct relationship with the landlord, and least when 

they dealt with letting agents. While many were satisfied overall with their renting experience, 
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long-standing repair issues were a key problem experienced by most of the group. It was 

difficult for disabled people to find properties with the right access requirements (in any sector) 

and achieving this meant compromising, mainly on property condition. It was striking that some 

tenants dissatisfied with their current housing felt it wasn’t worth ‘rocking the boat’ for fear of 

rent increases, or even threat of eviction.  
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4. Income, rent and affordability 

Introduction 

Most of the participants reported that affordability of rents was a problem for them (59 out of 

65) reflecting the income profile of the tenant sample for this wave of the research. This section 

covers four key areas. Firstly, it outlines the context reported by interviewees in terms of 

income, how rent is paid, the proportion of their income spent on rent. The analysis then 

explores tenants’ views around affordability, and tenants’ expectations of what they felt they 

could afford. Finally, their experiences around rent arrears are examined.  

Type of markets  

The context of the type of market is important in considering rent affordability, particularly for 

lower income tenants. The majority (57) reported living in what they considered as pressured, 

high-cost rental market areas. A few said they lived in a mixed market and only a minority in 

an unpressured market, with lower rent levels.  

Income and social security benefits  

4.1 Income and savings 

The range of monthly household income reported by tenants was between £360 to £2,500 net 

(after tax) a month, or £360 to £2,730 gross (before tax) per month including all earnings and 

benefits with the breakdown shown below. The tables show that the most common range of 

income was between £1,001 to £1,500 net per month (average £17,000 per annum net), 

equivalent to between, £1,001 and £1,800 gross per month or between £12,500 and £21,600 

gross per annum, with an average of £18,000 gross. The highest income was £32,760 gross. 

Some of these incomes are very low and it should be noted that some of the participants were 

not claiming benefits, or not claiming their full entitlement, when it appeared from the 

discussions that they were likely to be entitled to more. Some people said they were also 

getting occasional support from the wider family for income. 

Net Monthly Income Number (n65) 

£500 or less 3 

£501-1,000 14 

£1,001-1,500 27 

£1,501-2,000 18 

Over £2,000 3 
Note: Monthly income includes all earned income and benefits.  

Around a half (29) reported that their income varied from month to month, and this was 

generally down to being in precarious work, such as the hospitality or entertainment industry. 

Some of these people claimed benefits, and the unpredictability of earned income affecting 

their benefits was very stressful for some people. 

“My hours vary every month; with the benefits and my wages I get about £700 a 

month…I always have to pay between £60 - £125 towards my rent. In December 

because of the UC cut off dates I get paid twice in one month. So I need to pay my 
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full rent. Working for me- it goes in one hand and out the other.” (Single, urban, 

single property landlord) 

 

“My wages are every 28 days, therefore UC, I don’t get paid on the same day, UC 

wait until my wages are in and then they judge what to pay me. I am paid 13 times in 

the year, there is a month when my UC was dramatically cut by £600 and I had to 

borrow money for the rent from my sister and then had to pay her back. My work 

pays me at the end of year and twice in April. I couldn’t understand what was 

happening. Why don’t they judge me over 13 pays? I was in tears when it 

happened… When I spoke to them (UC) they told me that is how it is.” (Single 

mother, urban, letting agent). 

Several people said that they were able to save, and most of these were paying less than half 

of their income on rent, were generally older and single. However, the overwhelming majority 

from across participants were unable to save, living from month to month, being careful or 

doing without. Single mothers, families and pensioners emerged as especially hard-pressed.  

“It is more than I can afford with the heating. It is an old oil boiler and I have electric 

heaters as well. I am almost heat or eat. I ration my heat. I need to go to bed to rest 

in the afternoons and it is a way of keeping warm.” (Single, rural, single property 

landlord) 

 

4.2 Benefits 

Most people interviewed (42) were in receipt of benefits to some extent, with Housing Benefit 

and Universal Credit the most common. Several people discussed how over this past year 

they had come onto Universal Credit for the first time (mainly due to a drop in income or loss 

of their job over the pandemic). It was common for people not to report this to their landlord, 

due to fear from tenants that this may affect their tenancy. 

“They don't know that I am on UC because they don’t accept people who are on it, so 

I am not saying. I wasn’t on it when I moved in, and I pay them directly from the 

money that is sent to me.” (Maria, single mother, urban, affordability, local letting 

agent) 

Many tenants described the challenges in navigating the benefit system with delays or 

changes in benefit payments. These tenants explained that the initial gap in payment of six 

weeks when going on to benefits meant that they had to borrow money or rely on savings to 

cover their rent. A few also mentioned that the drop in £20 in Universal Credit would really 

affect them in being able to afford food or heating. A range of other examples were provided 

by participants: one woman had been on the wrong level of benefits for a year and was living 

on £200 per month during this time (she explained that until people reach the age of 35, they 

do not get the full rate of entitlement). Another tenant explained that she had informed 

Universal Credit of her change of address, but they paid the ‘old’ landlord by mistake and to 

sort the issue out took many hours of calls and stress. Finally, one woman explained that 

because of the way her wages fluctuated, and housing benefit was paid, there was one month 

she had to pay the whole rent, and this meant her having to get help from family. 

Less than half of participants (29) confirmed that all of their income was from benefits. A small 

minority had their housing benefit paid directly to the landlord or letting agent, and in all these 

cases they said they preferred that the responsibility for rent payment was not left to them. 

Most who received benefits had their money paid to their own bank account and then they 
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paid the landlord or letting agent. Tenants viewed this money as theirs and payment in this 

way was common across the different types of landlords and letting agents and appeared to 

work well for tenants with no issues reported. Tenants also liked that having control this way 

meant that if their circumstances changed, they were in control of whether the landlord or 

letting agent found out. For those tenants that had all the benefits paid to them (including 

housing costs), they were able to reflect on the affordability of rents and made judgements 

about what had priority for payment – whether rent, food, or other living costs.  

For those on benefits, their housing choices appeared to be even more limited than for others 

on lower incomes searching for housing. Some of those claiming benefits had to tolerate what 

appeared to discriminatory practices and had to settle for very poor conditions. A few tenants 

reported that the message of ‘no DSS’ (both verbal and advertised on some websites) was 

largely delivered by letting agents in pressured urban areas.   

“When I was looking it was a case of getting in anywhere. We had to look for the 

cheaper end. Anywhere that would accept us. They say ‘no DSS’ and I know they are 

not supposed to do it. Any ad that didn’t mention benefits we went for.” (Couple, 

urban, local letting agent) 

 

 “The benefits system isn’t right. I was lucky that I had a roof over my head. I saw 

some scuzzy flats before this. This place is clean. There are people literally trapped 

in places where it is all they can afford. I wanted ground floor. When I was on UC, the 

minute you say that you are not working you can’t even get a viewing. I have so 

many rejections over the past few months that I have been looking, as I want to move 

because of the neighbours and the stairs and my disability. I think I am going to find it 

really hard when I am going to have to go in and out now with my new job.” (Single, 

urban, local letting agent) 

One man on benefits and with a disability had found the flat that he wanted in his local rural 

area, but they had specifically said ‘no DSS’, but he contacted the landlord directly to explain 

his circumstances and this resulted in him gaining the tenancy, but this was exceptional in the 

sample interviewed. Those on benefits reported feeling stigmatised.  

I think it would be nice if landlords understood more about people who claim Housing 

Benefit, we are not all going to destroy the property. Most people I know are working 

part time. I feel like people on benefits get labelled and it is not right or fair. People 

are demonised and I blame Channel 5. People think it is a choice and that is not the 

case. (Single mother, urban, single property landlord) 

Tenants preferred not to risk letting their landlord know about their change in financial 

circumstances where this involved claiming benefits, as they presumed the outcome would be 

unfavourable. There was only one case, a single woman in a rural area, who reported a 

change which meant that all of her rent was now paid by housing benefit because her health 

had become worse; she let the landlord know, and he was sympathetic to her changed in 

situation.  

4.3 Additional money needed to top up rent  

For about half of those tenants claiming benefits, the assistance did not cover all of their rent 

and they supplemented the rent through other income. This amount ranged from between £5-

£500 per month, with the average £155 per month, as summarised below.  
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Addition to Housing Benefit Number (n16) 

Less than £50 2 

£51-£100 6 

£101-£200 5 

Over £200 3 

Of this group, over a third had a disability, with one person also having a child who had a 

disability, and they paid a higher level of rent than the housing allowance to get a property that 

met their needs. Other interviewees paid extra because the area was ‘so good.’ One person 

paid extra because of the extra room the family required, and another said that getting a flat 

to rent within housing benefit range was too challenging. Across this group, it was felt that 

paying for housing was a struggle and paying extra to subsidise rent was reluctantly accepted. 

Many also pointed out that this figure did not include council tax, which was an additional 

charge and an added ‘squeeze’ on their budget. At the highest end, one man was paying £500 

extra each month - he was currently having a dispute with the landlord over arrears and paid 

only what he could afford. At the lower end of the scale a woman paid £55 extra and this meant 

doing without to be able to pay the rent, as she said: 

“My concern is that I am having to fund that extra £55 a month, that is going to have 

an impact on daily expenses. I have an additional expense for one of my kids 

because of her allergies. I am going to have to do without certain things. I don’t know 

what else I can cut though.” (Single mother, rural, landlord has many properties) 

Rent levels, proportion of income spent on rent and rent increases  

4.4 Rent levels 

Rent paid by participants ranged from £350 to £1,350 per month. Two people did not know 

the cost of their rent because housing benefit paid for it directly. For the other 63 participants, 

the summary of rent levels is shown below: 

Cost of Rent Number (n63) 

£301-400 9 

£401-500 30 

£501-600 11 

£601-700 4 

£701-800 2 

£801-900 2 

£901-1000 2 

£1,000 or over 3 

As can be seen, most people were paying less than £600 per month, and the most common 

rent level was £550. Given that the average advertised rent levels in Scotland in 2020/21 was 

£872 in 20216 this level reflects the lower end of market in pressured, higher priced cities and 

some rural areas but may be an average rent in some of the lower demand, urban areas of 

Scotland. 

 
6 Source; Citylets 
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4.5 Proportion of overall income spent on rent 

The table below shows the proportion of income paid on rent, based on 63 participants. The 

various income sources and rent were thoroughly worked through between the researcher 

and the participant to ensure as accurate a picture as possible was provided. The most 

common proportion of income (after tax) spent on rent was between a third and a half.  

However, a few were paying at least two thirds and a small number said they were paying ‘all’ 

of their income towards their rent - they were self-employed or setting up their own businesses 

and living on their savings, with no current income.    

Proportion Number (n63) 

100%   4  

75%  2   

66% 1   

50% 15   

40% 12   

33% 21  

25% 4    

20% 4   

Over half of participants paid rent through standing order, some others by direct debit, and the 

rest by a manual bank transfer, apart from one person who paid £1,000 per month in cash.  

4.6 Rent Increases 

Rent increases across the group were rare and many tenants felt this was because they were 

‘good’ tenants. Several reported having experience of rent increases and in almost all cases 

this was expected as it was in their tenancy contract, and they had received written notice 

about the increase. A few, however felt that they had unexpected rent increases. One man 

had challenged his rent increase through rent adjudication, but it had been judged fair 

considering the wider rental market. The landlord had increased the rent twice since, once per 

year, and throughout the pandemic, but because of the previous experience the tenant did not 

feel it was worth his while challenging it again. Two other tenants also said that they had rent 

increases, did not think they were fair but were not aware that they could challenge this.  

“The rent increase – doesn't seem fair with all things going. It is a 7% increase. It is 

£60 more a month. I wouldn’t know where to start with challenging it. (Single mother, 

rural, landlord has many properties)  

A small number of tenants from the qualitative research suggested the Government should 

implement a cap on rents to prevent further increases.  

“I just find it all really stressful…the constant increases in rent are bad. I have been 

lucky over the past year, but they are going up and up. It is impossible to afford a 

property on your own with private renting. I find it absurd that I am 30 and living in a 

flat share. There are issues with losing jobs and things like that. Working and not 

being able to afford your own home that has really grated on me terribly. It is 

ridiculous. I think we need to have a look at what things actually cost or introduce 

rent caps. What is a liveable amount? Half my money is going on rent and it is not a 

large amount. Living is so difficult. It is an existence. I can budget it out, so I am not 
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starving. I can get an odd lend but it is hard.” (Single, urban, flat-share, local letting 

agent) 

Affordability 

4.7 Views on affordability 

The issues around affordability identified by participants centred on trade-offs, compromising 

on location, indoor space, outdoor space and prioritising rent, shopping around to buy food, 

rationing heat, not buying clothes and what one called ‘living life in permanent lock down’ by 

not going out or having holidays. For most, the view was that their rent was not affordable, 

and not fair, especially for those experiencing problems with outstanding repairs. Most 

families, single mothers and some pensioners stressed the challenges they faced.  

“It is not affordable at all…I do live month to month, pay cheque to pay cheque. I 

know where to shop and get the best deals. You are on a knife-edge. One thing 

comes up and things are messed up…UC have been ok, I just set it up when my boy 

was born. It was ok…If a bill comes in and then another that is hard. I needed a new 

tyre last week and it just put me completely out. If my wee boy needs new clothes I 

have to budget it all in… It is just the costs are so high. I have to plan so much, and it 

is penny to penny. The wages aren’t going up at all either and so I am concerned. I 

am trying to future plan. I have to pay the nursery fees. I am looking forward to him 

getting his free hours in January so then I can go back to full time. I feel like you are 

punished for working. I could quit my job but I don’t want to. I couldn’t never not work 

for my sanity, but it ends up costing you. If I wasn’t working, I would be doing better 

financially. I hear from everyone that it is like that. People fall through the net when 

you are a single parent. I can’t qualify for social rent. I was on a council list and was 

away down at the bottom.”  

 (Single mother, urban, local letting agent) 

 

“For where I am at, it is on the high end of what I can afford. I wish it was a couple of 

hundred less so I could even spoil the kids more. Things like going out, we just can’t 

afford it. My kids have never been on holiday. My daughter asks about it, but we can’t 

do it. I am dreading Christmas coming.” (Family, urban, landlord with many 

properties) 

In the pressured areas in cities, most people observed that they strained to afford rents, and 

they felt that affordability was even less likely in the future as the pressure on rents appeared 

to be increasing.  

 “It is absolutely ridiculous, but you either take it or leave it…the demand is there, and 

it is going up and up and up.” (Couple, urban, renting from national letting agent) 

However, some did feel that on balance the cost of their rent was ‘fair’ when they looked at 

the wider market but affording their rent under their individual circumstances was still a 

challenge. This was especially the case for single parents, single people, people currently 

unemployed and a few pensioners.  

“It is affordable for this area; it is just the issue that there are not enough options. My 

wage should be decent and looks decent on paper but when you are a single mum, it 

isn’t enough.” (Single mother, urban, small portfolio landlord) 
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“For what we have it is a bargain, it is just that for us it is still expensive. We have the 

best deal we can get here. It is a struggle every month to make ends meet.” 

(Pensioner couple, urban, small portfolio landlord) 

There were also a few single mothers that observed that when they were earning a certain 

level this meant that they were actually ‘worse off’, losing benefit entitlements and as a result 

making rent unaffordable.  

“When I got promoted, my wage went up but I am now worse off. Before I was getting 

tax credits and so when I lost that, I am now worse off. It makes no sense.” (Single 

mother, urban, small portfolio landlord) 

Only a small number of participants said that they found that their rent was affordable – they 

said this was because they carefully managed their money and had made certain trade-offs 

in internal and external space to be able to afford the rent. This included having fewer 

bedrooms, or less garden space. All in this small group, who were mostly older, stressed that 

they valued their ability to manage within their means, no matter how tight. 

“It is affordable for what it is, I purposely chose something I could afford, but then I 

have had to sacrifice a bedroom, a garden. I only went for what I could afford.” 

(Single mother, urban, national letting agent) 

 

“Me on my own, I can manage. I live mainly off bread, cheese and jam.” (Single 

pensioner, rural, landlord has many properties). 

 

4.8 View on how affordability has changed over time 

A few respondents reflected that, financially, their situation had never changed and had always 

been hard. Despite rent increases within tenancies being rare, most (41) felt rent in the area 

had become less affordable. As outlined in previous sections, participants were concerned 

that if they had to move, the rent in a comparable property would be more expensive and 

unaffordable. Apart from the wider market rent increases, other reasons for concern about 

affordability were largely because of the general increases in cost of living, loss of income 

(often related to the pandemic), illness, or relationship breakdown and so no longer being able 

to share housing costs. However, some did report that they felt their rent had become more 

affordable - this was either because they were getting their full entitlement of benefits or were 

earning more.    

Debt and money management 

Only a few participants (two single mothers, a pensioner and a young man), reported being in 

debt or having loans to manage. Two other single mothers and an older woman also 

mentioned using a credit card to afford food, feeling too stigmatised to use food banks.  

“At the end of the day, the rent is the most important thing. I had to pay them. I was 

using my credit card for food. That got me into debt, and I am in debt because of it. I 

can't understand how people are expected to live on what you get. Heating and 

everything – it costs so much. I never thought I would see the day when we would 

need food banks. I think everyone should go back to basics. That is how people 

survived, we lived off the land.” (Single pensioner, rural, single property landlord). 
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“I was putting food on a credit card. I would never not pay the rent, so other stuff was 

going…It is very dehumanising. I didn’t go to the food bank, I put it on credit card. 

The Council had also given us vouchers because we are eligible for school meals. 

The vouchers were for farm foods, so that was the only place you could use it. The 

only fresh food they have is potatoes and onions…They say you can get the most 

food for the cheapest for here but there are other factors. You know who has a big 

freezer? (Single mother, urban, local letting agent) 

Rather than rely on loans, a minority reported relying on family for financial support. Three 

were single young women that had support from parents, and two were middle-aged men from 

ethnic minority backgrounds who said they had good family support.  

“Because we weren’t long in the property, I didn’t want to ask her to hold off the rent 

and so I borrowed money of my dad. We have a new found love for Lidl’s now too as 

we are watching what we do. We weren’t able to go out so that helped too…my car 

died on me, and I couldn’t fix it, but then my dad helped.” (Couple, urban, small 

portfolio landlord) 

Rent arrears 

Some (15 out of 65) participants had experience of being in rent arrears. The reasons for this 

for around half of respondents were because of a change in financial circumstances related 

to work or having unexpected bills and subsequently being unable to pay rent. For a small 

number of others, it had been a mistake made by Universal Credit or a bank transfer not 

getting through on time to the landlord. One case of arrears related to incorrect paperwork for 

a man coming out of prison (after 3 months) and being left in 3-month arrears. In most of the 

cases where there were rent arrears this was for between one and three months of unpaid 

rent and was a one-off experience. These cases emphasised the fragility of financial 

circumstances, with interviewees living from month to month. None could comment on whether 

their experience was different being on a PRT compared to a SAT, with most unaware what 

contract they were on and the differences between the two in relation to rent arrears. 

 “A couple of things happened. In January this year we had a great big fuel bill, which 

set us back. We couldn’t pay the rent that month. We have had a couple of problems 

with our cats. We have them insured but the excesses were so much. The car is a 

motobility, my wife has that, it was sitting out the back and it has been vandalised 

twice. It was £100 and the other was £50 excess.” (Pensioner couple, urban, small 

portfolio landlord) 

Interviewees prioritised rent and most lacked confidence that their landlord would be 

understanding if they could not pay their rent. The group of tenants who had arrears were on 

the whole diligent about paying the money back, with the majority having an ‘arrangement’ 

with the landlord to do so. In most of these cases, tenants said that they had contacted the 

landlord or letting agent as soon as they knew they would fall behind and agreed to pay back 

around £50-£100 each month. There were two notable examples where landlords had been 

particularly understanding – one in a rural area where the landlord offered to clear off the rent 

arrears (but the tenant refused), and another where the tenant was in contact with support 

agencies to get a grant to pay off his two months’ rent arrears, and his landlord had been very 

understanding giving him almost a year to get it sorted. Only one person, a younger man 

reported that the landlord had approached him when he fell behind on the rent and he was 

now paying back the arrears of one month’s rent, by £100 per month.  
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There were three cases where it was UC that had not paid the rent on time or had made the 

wrong payment and had created a problem with rent arrears. One tenant explained that it took 

many calls over three days to get situation sorted out, although the letting agent had not been 

understanding at all. Another example of delayed payment revealed that the landlord was 

understanding, although the letting agent was not. One tenant said the UC was all paid to her 

directly and she had made the mistake of spending it all but had subsequently made an 

arrangement with the landlord. In all of these cases the tenant felt as though it had been left 

to them to rectify the situation and felt relatively unsupported by the Department of Work and 

Pensions (DWP). 

There were two cases in the sample who had much higher rent arrears. These tenants ignored 

the notices about arrears and stated, ‘they had no intention of paying’. One man said that the 

reason for this was that he didn’t have the money, was not satisfied with the condition of the 

property and knew the notice period had changed with the law (referring to emergency 

legislation introduced as a result of the pandemic), so knew he was within his rights to stay on 

in the property. He explained that he sometimes paid what had been given to him by way of 

housing allowances, but without the additional £500 per month he would normally have added 

to make the figure up to the full rent. He had been served a number of notices to quit and been 

to the Tribunal a couple of times (as discussed in the next section), but he also knew he 

couldn’t be evicted during the pandemic. He was in the process of finding somewhere else, 

but still ignored letters demanding payment. Another woman was living in a place without 

heating and had been to the Tribunal a number of times, (discussed in the following chapter), 

and was of the opinion that she didn’t owe anyone rent because the place ‘was not liveable’.  

“It is cold, and I am having to fork out a lot on heating. I am not paying rent at the 

moment. When I first moved in here it was so hot. Come winter it is so cold. The 

heating needs replaced and there is no electrical certificate now. There were no fire 

detectors until I moved in. I have had problems with the storage heaters too. There 

are no circuit breakers…I have not paid rent in 18 months. The rent was £450 a 

month.” (Single, urban, local letting agent) 

 

4.9 Summary – Income, rents and affordability 

This section has shown how affordability of rents was a problem for most tenants, who had 

very low household incomes (average net income of £1,400 per month, or £17,000 per 

annum), and most of whom were claiming benefits. Navigating the benefits system was said 

to be very difficult. On average, most were paying a third to half of their income on rent, 

although rent increases were rare. Saving was not possible for most of the group, who 

described living from month to month, struggling, and being careful or doing without to even 

manage that. Families were especially strained financially. Many who were disabled, and a 

few who wanted a better location, supplemented the housing benefit/housing allowances with 

other income. Getting the right accommodation seemed especially hard for those on benefits, 

made more difficult for a few people who reported what appeared to be blanket discriminatory 

‘no DSS’ practices, mainly from letting agents in urban/city pressured areas. Some had 

experienced a recent change in financial circumstances and claimed benefits for the first time, 

and it was common for them not to make their landlord aware of the change as they felt 

stigmatised and feared what the consequences may be if they did tell them. Around a quarter 

of tenants had experienced rent arrears, and for most of these they were under three months 

with arrangements in place. Only two in the sample were refusing to pay their rent over a long 

period of time, and had ongoing disputes with the landlord. 
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5. Disputes with landlords or letting agents 

Introduction 

Some (16) interviewees reported having a dispute with their landlord or letting agent. 

Generally, the research team found it difficult to source tenants that had disputes with the 

landlords or letting agents and considering the extent of the issues people reported in the 

whole sample with repairs, the number with disputes may appear to be a low number. 

However, as raised in an earlier chapter, this could point to lack of awareness of rights and 

the options people have to challenge their situation, or for fear of losing their security of tenure 

given the limited housing choices available to them. This section firstly outlines the context, 

reason and outcomes of disputes, the relationship with the letting agent or landlord, before 

turning to focus on the ten cases which progressed to the First Tier Tribunal (FTT). 

Context 

The 16 tenants experiencing (or with experience of) disputes had the following profile: 

• They were from across all age groups  

• Most (12) came from an urban area.  

• Most (10) had the property managed by a letting agent  

• Most (10) were single, a few were in a couple and one person was a single mother.   

• Where information was known about the landlord, there was an almost even split between 

those landlords who had many properties (4), those who had one (4) and those who had 

a small portfolio (3).  

A few of these tenants reported that they had past disputes. For two tenants this was about 

challenging the withholding of a deposit and in both cases the tenants had been successful 

by persistently contacting the Letting Agent to recover their deposit. One other person had a 

flatmate from a flat share leave abruptly and the other people in the flat had to cover the cost 

of their room for a couple of months until they were able to find someone else. They raised a 

complaint about the rent shortfall this caused with the landlord which was ignored. They 

considered taking the case further and had sought advice but had been told that there was no 

point in taking a case to the FTT as they would be unlikely to be successful.  

Reasons for current disputes and outcomes 

A summary of the reason for disputes in provided below. As can be seen, the majority of the 

disputes were in relation to repairs, or the wider condition of the property. Two others were 

related to challenging rent increases or withholding of the return of a deposit.  

Reasons Number (16) 

Repairs 8 

Damp 1 

Adaptations 1 

Electrics 1 

Flooding 1 
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No amenities 1 

Sewage and Damp 1 

Withholding Deposit 1 

Rental Increase 1 

The extent of the repairs being the reason for a dispute were extensive and resulted in seven 

out of eight taking their cases to the First Tier Tribunal (as discussed in more detail below). All 

eight felt, even with the Tribunal process, that the repairs had still not been fixed in the way 

that they had hoped for, either taking too long and/or not being adequately completed. 

Although most of these properties were managed by letting agents, only one tenant was made 

aware of the letting agent code of practice by an advice agency, and it was under this that he 

took his case to the Tribunal.  

For several cases where tenants did not take landlords or letting agents to the Tribunal the 

main issues were having to hassle the letting agent or landlord to get repairs done. In addition, 

one disabled woman who lived in a rural area had been refused adaptations to be made to 

the bathroom by her landlord.  

Only a small number who had not gone ahead to the Tribunal had sought advice from agencies 

and one older woman was going to approach a local counsellor for support. In all cases this 

had been helpful in affirming their rights. As a result of the advice received, one woman was 

now exploring taking the case to the Tribunal, and one had successfully pressurised her 

landlord to make the adaptations she needed.  

I contacted Shelter and they were really helpful about the repairs and my rights. They 

said I would have to get a lawyer because it had become serious. The lack of 

washing facilities, it is human rights. I then contacted an agency, I basically got a 

lawyer who will help to fight the eviction. I am looking at getting legal aid for that…It 

has been so stressful. I am very vulnerable. The lack of support of services. I 

struggle with forms and having to apply for things…The whole thing is awful…Just 

not being able to wash – so hard…I had begged someone to take me into a home. I 

asked if I could get someone to help me…I just feel like the stress is all so much! 

(Single, urban, local letting agent) 

Only two cases in the sample related to the administrative side of the management of the 

property, namely, a rent increase dispute, and another, the withholding of a deposit. One 

person had unsuccessfully challenged a rental increase. Another person had successfully 

gained his full deposit from the landlord after complaining to them over six months that 

withholding it was unfair – again demonstrating the persistence required by tenant to achieve 

their rights.  

Relationship with letting agent or landlord where there was a dispute 

Analysis of the cases where there was a dispute showed that most of this group described the 

relationship as being difficult, challenging or even ‘fractious’ with the letting agent or landlord. 

A few relayed that the relationship was non-existent, and a few said that they had limited 

communication from the landlord or letting agent – this was driven by the ongoing disputes 

that they were trying to resolve with the landlord or letting agent.  

“The letting agent – the new people don’t speak to me. I sent them a letter detailing 

that they don’t respond to my emails or calls. The only time I have heard from them 
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was when they needed to get in for some landlord related things, to do an inspection 

for insurance purposes. So I showed them that my ceiling is leaking and I have 

reported this for three months…The relationship with the letting agents, the ones 

before at least I could argue, but these ones they don’t communicate at all. One time 

I got through on the phone but then they never called me back.” (Single, urban, 

national letting agent) 

Support from the Councils 

A few tenants who had disputes with their landlord or letting agent were in touch with the 

Council but found them to be largely ineffective. One example was provided by a woman who 

had approached the Council for various things relating to her tenancy, and the condition of the 

property. She was not satisfied that anyone was taking this forward and was now exploring 

taking the case to the Tribunal. In another two cases the Council had become involved through 

the tenants’ engagement with the Tribunal, where their role was to confirm that repairs work 

was required.  

Experience of the First Tier Tribunal  

5.1 Household and age 

Of the ten people who took their case to the First Tier Tribunal (Housing and Property 

Chamber), all were single, apart from one person who was in a couple. Most were older than 

40 years. Several cases were against letting agents, two against landlords with many 

properties and two against landlords with a small portfolio of properties. 

5.2 Views about accessibility of the Tribunal 

Most interviewees from this group had sought advice from an advice organisation before 

proceeding with their case, one of whom also had someone support him during the case and 

said he would not have been able to go through the process without them. Advice agencies 

affirmed tenants’ rights and also made them clear about the legal points in question.  

“I had some conversations with Shelter and CAB. I was able to get signposted to the 

right place. I didn’t want to go to a lawyer…I thought I could manage it myself.” 

(Single father, urban, local letting agent) 

 

“CAB and Shelter – they were useful. They helped me to know about the language.” 

(Single, urban, local letting agent) 

Most of those who took a case to the Tribunal reflected how, had they not been confident in 

being their own advocates, they would have found the system daunting and inaccessible. 

Some also suggested that if you did not have a ‘university level of education’ engaging in the 

process on your own would be impossible. All felt that it was too formal, and one person said 

that they felt the Tribunal made them feel ‘inferior’.  There was a clear sense from participants 

that tenants did not feel that they were on an equal footing with landlords or letting agencies 

in the Tribunal. It was also noted by a few that the process of engaging with the Tribunal was 

stressful and lengthy. 

The tribunal were looking down our nose to us. I felt threatened because of what they 

feel is their superiority. The Letting Agent had a lawyer as well. I could see from the 

looks of the lawyers … the Tribunal they need to be clearer about the law to lay 
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persons like myself. There should be someone there to help me to understand what I 

want to say. I am not good at English and grammar, and I must be heard, but the 

Tribunal think they know better.  (Pensioner couple, urban, small portfolio landlord) 

 

It is 100% in the landlords’ favour and not in the tenants’ at all. It is disgraceful. 

These are people’s homes. I am fortunate that I have the money, experience and 

patience to go through this, but others often don’t. The vast majority of people don’t 

have those things, so it is desperately unfair. Those who don’t have the education or 

money, or able to take the time off work for this, it is not what they can do. The 

landlords I think rely on that. I have had a look at the cases, and there are so many 

cases where the complainant has not turned up. Why should it be a hearing anyway? 

Why can’t it be emails and case notes review. (Single, urban, local Letting Agent). 

 

5.3 Views of the fairness and effectiveness of the First Tier Tribunal  

Views about the fairness of the Tribunal were mixed, but the majority felt it was ineffective. 

One participant thought the Tribunal’s decision was fair and effective, four that the decision 

was fair but ineffective, and four that it had been unfair and ineffective. One woman felt it was 

fair because the landlord responded to the demand to have the electrics repaired within the 

time frame that had been set by the Tribunal. In the four cases where they were felt to be fair 

but ineffective, the repairs were still outstanding or not fixed properly, and the situation they 

had tried to resolve, remained an issue.  

We have been waiting for a year for the landlord to sort out this so this is up to 

property standards. Today was the last day the Tribunal said we have to have the 

works done, but it is still not done. We don’t even get an apology. There is water 

running down the walls. I am an asthmatic. They (the landlord) don’t care...I have not 

had a satisfactory outcome. The work has not been done and there is no 

compensation. Although the Tribunal made it clear that his excuses are not ok, they 

gave him 8 weeks and nothing has been done. The first hearing was August. I had to 

give him two months before that. I had reported it all to him a year ago! (Couple, 

urban, local letting agency). 

Where individuals felt the Tribunal was unfair and ineffective, their case had not been 

successful, apart from one complex case, where the person was awarded damages, but they 

had never received them. Despite not being successful in one case about an overflowing 

septic tank, an older man from this group was in the process of taking another case to the 

Tribunal about damp in the house. He thought this complaint had also been submitted as part 

of the original case and was continuing to ‘fight for his rights’. He felt that one of the benefits 

of going to the Tribunal was that he was now more aware of his rights. However, increase in 

empowerment was not the experience of all the cases, as illustrated by Kate’s case. 

Case study: Kate, who feels the outcome of the Tribunal was not satisfactory but does 

not feel capable of taking the case again 

Kate moved into the property and soon discovered it was not ‘water-tight’, with poor electrics 

and unsafe gas fire heating. She took the case to the Tribunal and was awarded £650 in 

damages but never received them. She wanted to pursue the case in court but the lawyer 

dropped it and asked for legal fees which she couldn’t afford to pay. Kate has now moved. 

She would have liked to have taken the case again to the Tribunal but did not feel capable 

and felt the stress from the experience was too much. She feels the Tribunal is not inclusive; 

quite the opposite, she felt it was intimidating.  
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5.4 Relationship with the landlord/letting agent after the Tribunal experience 

The interviews explored with tenants how the relationship was with letting agent or landlord 

following the Tribunal experience. Most people felt that the relationship was as bad or worse, 

but two felt overall that the relationship had improved. One person added that they felt because 

of the case the landlord now had more ‘respect’ for him, because they now knew he was not 

afraid to stand up for his rights. 

Two people had been served eviction notices following their cases at the Tribunal and felt this 

was directly related. Both these cases involved the tenants raising Tribunal cases against 

landlords over repairs which both had won, but then subsequently received notices to leave 

(both during the pandemic) with reasons being to sell the property, or for a family member 

moving in. In one case the tenant had got to the stage that he was fed up with the hassle and 

wanted to leave. In both these examples, the tenants felt their experiences showed that the 

power lies with the landlord, and even though the Tribunal exists, it does not hold landlords to 

account and, ultimately, there is no genuine security of tenure. 

“I really don’t feel satisfied at all by it all. I can’t complain about the landlord. I can go 

to the letting agent to say there are repairs outstanding, but it is not the letting agent’s 

responsibility to do that… The repercussions for the landlord are non-existent. This is 

about the tenacity of tenants having to keep on about the process. I am livid about 

the current system. It puts the burden on tenants. It is easier for a tenant to move and 

take on all the repercussions of that and the stress of that, than it is to hold a landlord 

to account for the minimum standard, in the place that you live, it is a damning 

indictment of the current system, which has been recently improved.” (Single, urban, 

local letting agent) 

 

“I have low expectations of the landlord. Dealing with the letting agent – I just don’t 

trust them. I suppose the ultimate line here is going to court and that is so stressful, 

particularly when defending yourself. It is not something I want to do or enjoy. I don’t 

ever feel secure renting, because my tenure here is in the hands of the landlord. 

They have the ability to chuck me out. To be honest I am leaving.” (Single father, 

urban, single property landlord) 

Most of the tenants that had taken a case to the Tribunal felt that through the experience they 

were now more aware of their rights, but that awareness alone was not enough to access 

justice.  

“I have become more aware of my rights through this. I feel like in the past there 

have been issues I have down played, but when I brought them this time, when the 

landlord made out it was nothing. The landlord came in with wet wipes and was trying 

to rub off mould when they were in as though I was exaggerating. I feel a lot more 

aware of what is acceptable. There is a boundary of when the property is not meeting 

standards.” (Couple, urban, single property landlord) 

 

5.5 Summary –Disputes with landlords and letting agents 

Considering the extent of issues around repairs reported from the overall sample, it was 

notable how difficult it was to recruit tenants that had experienced disputes with their landlord 

or letting agent. This may be linked to the low level of awareness of rights, or confidence in 

exercising tenants’ rights, including the feeling of not wishing to upset the tenant landlord 
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relationship. Most of those who had disputes were living in urban areas and the property was 

managed by a letting agent. The majority described the relationship with their letting agent or 

landlord as difficult, and that they had limited or no contact with them. This finding reinforces 

the perception that where there was more ‘distance’ between the landlord and tenant, the 

satisfaction and levels of trust between tenant and landlord are lower.  

Most disputes were in relation to the condition of the property. A few had sought advice which 

reaffirmed their rights which had encouraged them to pursue their landlord/letting agent. All 

with experience of the Tribunal felt that the system was too formal, lengthy and not easily 

accessible. Despite the rectification requirements placed on landlords, tenants still felt that 

power lay with the landlord over how (i.e.. to what standard) and when repairs were completed, 

with limited accountability in place where action was not taken. In overall terms tenants were 

dissatisfied with the process and outcomes. Following their Tribunal cases, two tenants had 

been served notices to leave and they felt the notice was directly linked to them bringing a 

case against the landlord and the relationship being poor.  
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6. Experience of renting through the pandemic 

Introduction 

The interviews explored with tenants whether the pandemic had affected them financially. 

Around half (35) of interviewees were affected financially by the pandemic. This section 

reports on key areas related to how people were affected financially and if this meant them 

going onto benefits; secondly, how they managed; thirdly, views of support given from their 

landlord throughout this time and finally awareness of changes made to the law and support 

provided by the Government to tenants. The analysis also briefly considers how people were 

affected non-financially in relation to their housing circumstances, and what this meant for 

them during the pandemic. 

Impact of the pandemic  

6.1 Summary of impacts 

The following provides a summary of the financial impact reported as a result of the pandemic 

and these will be discussed in more detail. 

Impact Pandemic Number (n35) 

Loss of Work 24 

Not able to find work 4 

Furloughed 2 

Care of Relative 1 

Flatmate moved out  1 

 

6.2 Precarious work and change of circumstances 

The 35 people that were affected lived in rural and urban areas and across household types. 

When the pandemic hit, all this group were negatively affected, losing most, if not all of their 

work and this had a negative impact on their financial and mental health. Most of them could 

be described as previously being in precarious employment, working in industries such as 

hospitality, entertainment, arts, education and several were self-employed. Two people from 

this group were furloughed throughout this time and said that the reduction in wages made life 

difficult. Two people graduated during the pandemic and were unable to find work. Two people 

who worked in care related work over this time their job become too stressful, and they had to 

give up their work as a result. 

“I had literally just changed jobs. I was in hospitality up north in the previous place 

and I moved back down and I wanted to get a job here after the breakup. So it was in 

hospitality again. I did 10 shifts in the hotel and I didn’t qualify for nothing. The timing 

was shite. Really unlucky.” (Single, urban, local letting agent) 

 

“It affected everything. It added a negative aspect to everything. I am not being used 

to feeling afraid, but I was. I had just changed my job to work in care… You are 

supposed to get a couple of months on shadow shifts, so you have to learn their 

triggers. Lockdown then hit…Routines were out the window because nothing was 

open or running. So it was just so tough. All of the service users have weak immune 

systems so they couldn’t go out. Trying to communicate all of this to them about the 
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lockdown, it was just awful. I had a full mental breakdown four months in and had to 

go to a psychiatric ward.” (Jim, couple, urban, affordability and affected by the 

pandemic, renting from national letting agent). 

 

Case Study: Nasir who had his employment moved from being full time to part time as 

a result of the pandemic and is in arrears with rent 

This is Nasir’s first time living in own place away from parents, near the city, and he has 

struggled to pay rent and bills. As a result of the pandemic his employment moved from being 

full time to part time and this has really impacted on his finances. He has taken out a loan to 

cover costs and fell into arrears. At the moment he is earning £1,600 a month but this can 

drop to £1,400 due to the change in hours available and is paying £1,000 in rent and now an 

additional £100 per month for the arrears. He is really struggling financially. He didn’t want to 

live in the area he is in, but it is hard to get anywhere else. It took him a year to get this flat 

and because he has put in new furniture he feels he should stay, but he does not feel it is a 

really choice to stay there.  

It was also notable that some had to move rapidly at the beginning of the pandemic, or there 

was a sudden change of circumstances which changed their housing situation. Several 

examples were provided of people moving from elsewhere in urban Scotland or the UK either 

back to where they originally came from, or from city to rural areas to get more space and to 

get a better quality of life. Other examples included one woman having to give up her own 

work and move back to Scotland to care for her elderly mother who became ill and was renting 

privately, and one young man lost his flat mate who quickly moved out at lock down, and he 

was left carrying the housing costs. 

Case Study: Dan who had to find a new flatmate during the pandemic and moved out 

of his flat during this time for two months because of vermin  

Dan has been living in a flat-share for the past year and half. He had originally moved into this 

with a friend but then during the pandemic she moved out as she got a mortgage and it was 

very stressful trying to get someone to take up the other room. He felt he had to go with the 

first person that replied to his messages through Facebook/Instagram. The person who moved 

in is five years younger and he feels they are not suited to living together. They both have to 

work from home, and because there is only one living space this makes it a challenge, with 

both trying to claim it before the other which makes things awkward. Dan has had a really 

difficult time with his landlord who does not fix repairs quickly and over the pandemic he had 

a terrible issue with mice, resulting in him staying with his parents for the two months it took 

for the landlord to believe him and get new flooring put down to cover the holes where the 

mice were coming through. He is now looking for a new place to rent with his girlfriend and 

the pressured market means it is difficult.  

6.3 Claiming benefits 

Most people interviewed were already on benefits and the pandemic did not affect their benefit 

eligibility, apart from the extra £20 per month they received. For several, the loss of their job 

during the pandemic meant this was the first time they applied for Universal Credit. Although 

they found the system fairly straightforward, the whole process was felt to be demeaning and 

stressful, with the gap of six weeks in payment a time of particular stress. 

I had applied in the past to JSA but first time on UC. I think they are terrifying. It is 

like some Orwellian institution and the letters always seem like threats. I don’t like 

even reaching out to them. I forget that it is actually people who make it up... At the 

start it was ok and then when I lost my job that was my hardest point. I was ill and 
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had to fill in all these forms by myself. When you are sick it is so challenging. You are 

having to attack yourself and you are already down. You have to hit yourself when 

you are down. It took a while to pick myself up after filling in the forms. It is not 

humane. I think you have to have someone one your side, like family, friend or 

support worker. (Single, urban, single property landlord) 

One woman found that she had not been getting what she was entitled to for a full year and 

highlighted how the onus was on individuals to ensure what they were being given was correct. 

Three interviewees were entitled to benefits but had still not applied; one man said he did not 

trust the system, another said that he understood himself to be in arrears due to being overpaid 

last time he applied, and therefore did not think the system was accessible to him. One middle 

aged black man originally from Africa had not applied for benefits because he hoped things 

would improve as a self-employed artist. Two others had not applied for benefits as quickly as 

they could, specifically one black man also originally from Africa, reported that he had not 

applied for benefits for a year until he was ‘desperate.’ Finally, an Indian man reported that he 

had applied for UC after a few months when his wages dropped but had been rejected and 

did not realise that he could challenge this. Although these are small numbers, it may indicate 

that people from ethnic minority backgrounds may be especially unlikely to be aware of and/or 

accessing what they are entitled to. A few people could not apply for Universal Credit because 

of their savings. 

Case Study: Leanne who works in hospitality and lost her job two weeks into the 

pandemic 

Leanne’s relationship ended and she moved to a different area where she got a new job in 

hospitality and a one-bedroom flat, two floors up despite her disability. Two weeks later, the 

pandemic hit and she lost her job. She was on UC for the first time and had no money for six 

weeks. She should have been entitled to some form of disability benefits but was underpaid 

£400 a month during the next year, and each month received £625 in benefits and her rent 

was £425 a month. She feels without the support from her family she would have been 

‘screwed.’ Leanne described claiming for benefits as ‘demeaning’, and what people are 

entitled to on UC is not enough to live on. Leanne reflects that had she been on benefits she 

would not have even been able to see the flat she now lives in, and the ‘scuzzy’ flats she saw, 

she worries about what people’s mental health is living in them, especially over the pandemic. 

Leanne is now back in work and has been looking again for a new place because her disability 

is getting worse and she needs a ground floor property. She had no support from the letting 

agent in terms of financial discount. She knew about the hardship entitlement funds and even 

got the forms but felt they were so evasive she couldn’t bear to have another ‘fight’ to prove 

her disability. 

How people managed through the pandemic 

6.4 Living frugally 

The majority of those affected financially by the pandemic managed by living frugally, adopting 

a stoic attitude, buying only the basics to live, rationing heating, and shopping around for the 

best deals for food. It was interesting that no one from this group reported using food banks 

and it appeared that for this group, accessing and getting support from the Government, 

charities or other institutions was not something they considered.  
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“I shop in Aldi and Lidl, I don’t mind that. I am trying to budget and it is hard. 

Christmas – it is stressful. We only do one present.” (Single mother, urban, local 

letting agent) 

 

I was raised that you should pay your bills and to live within your means. (Couple, 

urban, local letting agency) 

Rather than relying on loans or accumulating debt, this group generally seemed self-reliant; 

only a few young single people reported calling on family throughout this time for financial 

support.  

“I also got help from my family with money. I didn’t ask, but I think they knew I was 

struggling. My brother runs a business and he gives me money sometimes.” (Single, 

urban, landlord with many properties) 

 

6.5 Views of support given by landlord or letting agent 

Only a few reported fully knowing their rights over this time and therefore feeling secure in 

their tenancy. The majority were concerned about not being able to pay their rent and being 

asked to leave. Many described the support given by the landlord or letting agent as being 

‘non-existent’ throughout this time, with a general feeling that there should have been some 

contact made from them. However, two women from this group said that they hadn’t expected 

the landlord to be in touch, and if they had needed anything they felt they could ask the 

landlord. 

“The letting agent gave no support, they sent a letter to say they would close the 

office and a list of numbers about emergency. Just no help there really. (Single 

mother, urban, national letting agent) 

 

“I was supported by silence. The daughter (of the landlord) asked if I was well, but 

that was it. There was no suggestion to drop the rent.” (Single, urban, single property 

landlord) 

Several reported being in touch with the landlord. One man’s landlord got in touch with him 

and initially offered a 50% reduction in rent but then this never transpired. Another woman 

said her letting agent had been in touch to say that they could adjust the payment dates, but 

no other help was given. A few were given reduced rent of around £200 for a few months and 

one person was offered that one month of their rent could come from their deposit. One other 

person had gone into arrears and felt that the arrangement for them to pay back over months 

was a form of support, albeit nominal.   

6.6 Impact on Repairs 

A few interviewees (3) observed that over the pandemic their letting agent or landlord stopped 

being contactable and repairs that were already outstanding, were even less likely to get done 

as a result, and this was a source of stress. 

“They were ok before the pandemic, but during it, they didn’t do anything. We had a 

list of things, we brought it to them, and nothing...They did fix the washing machine, it 

was a month that we were without that! We were having to wash clothes in the bath 

and also with having a baby… They are nice enough, but they do nothing. We have 

reported the damp to them and they say there is nothing they can do.” (Single father, 

urban, local letting agent) 
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Awareness about rights during the pandemic 

6.7 Awareness of extended eviction periods and ban on enforcement of eviction 

The interviews explored tenants’ awareness of Coronavirus legislation to protect tenants 

during the pandemic. Most of those affected financially by the pandemic (22) were aware 

about the change in legislation through extended notice periods, and at certain times banning 

enforcement of evictions. A minority (5) reported that they had been asked to leave during this 

time – given the timing of these notices to leave these would have been illegal evictions if they 

had proceeded. The reason given was that the landlord wanted to sell. Four suspected that 

the ‘real’ reason was that they had complained about repairs needing to be done and two had 

previously taken cases to the First Tier Tribunal. For all, the notice to quit came as a surprise. 

“I felt like it was secure until he gave me the notice to quit, and I was shocked. I 

thought we are going to be homeless. I went to the Council and explained and then 

they put me on the priority list. I was able to stay in the flat until I got the place with 

the Council, I was waiting about four or five months for that though and I was worried 

about him kicking me out. The council told me though he can’t kick me out, I don’t 

know why…It was so unexpected. I was pregnant and the pandemic was 

happening…I think it was about me complaining about the damp. It was all so 

quick…I moved in December, so it was two days before Christmas. I would never 

private rent again. They can ask you to go when they want.” (Single mother, urban, 

single property landlord) 

Two of these tenants knew their rights and stayed on in the property, but eventually they did 

leave but had waited until they found somewhere else suitable to live. Two others, as the quote 

above shows, felt a sense of urgency to get out as soon as they could, putting them under 

considerable stress. One other person explained that they ignored the notice to quit, which 

had been sent by text and it was through support from a friend that he and the landlord then 

came to an agreement, and he was able to stay on.  

6.8 Awareness of and access to support from the Scottish Government 

Participants were asked about their knowledge of the Scottish Government financial support 

during the pandemic including the Tenant Hardship Loan scheme, Discretionary Housing 

Payments, and more recent Tenant Grant Fund7. The majority did not know about the support 

that was available during this time and a few commented that this information should have 

been publicised and more accessible. 

“I think the Government should make it clear what people’s rights are for people with 

learning disabilities so they know what the rules are. People with mental health 

issues don’t know what these are. It needs to be clear, direct and basic. We are still 

in a situation where information is not accessible. All the people who are vulnerable 

and need things explained – they don’t get it…I think we need to close the gap in 

communication between people who have everything and those who are not.” 

(Single, urban) 

 

“I wish I had known about the things you mentioned. I think there should be a portal 

for renters… I was living on about £20 a week.” (Single, rural, small portfolio landlord) 

 
7 See RentBetter Wave 2 Secondary data report, 2022 for more information 
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Only a minority (5) of the participants were aware of the Discretionary Housing Payments 

and/or the Tenant Hardship Loan scheme. Two had applied for the loan scheme, saying it was 

a hassle, and they had been unsuccessful and not sure why, and another was just outside the 

income threshold of applying. Two others had got the forms but said they ‘didn’t have the 

energy to fill them’ in as they found them to be too intrusive. 

I did get the forms but I never filled them in, they were really quite intrusive – why 

can’t you pay your rent? It was just easier to deal with it myself. I was just sick of 

assessments. I had benefit fatigue. I was sick of fighting. If it had been simpler I 

might have done it. (Single, urban, local letting agent) 

Non-financial impacts 

As well as the direct financial impacts that were the core focus of the research, tenants said 

that the impact of the pandemic on their mental health was significant. Groups especially 

affected by poor mental health and feelings of isolation were those living in cities in 

overcrowded conditions and without ready access to outside space, single parents, disabled 

people, people who already had mental health issues, as well as parents who had disabled 

children and had lost their access to support. A couple also reported having issues with their 

neighbours over this time, with one person’s neighbours partying and having strangers visit 

despite the restrictions. A single mother who had to give up her work and take on the full care 

of her children had neighbours complain about the noise the children made in the flat, being 

‘hyperactive’ and having no outside space.  

“At the beginning of the pandemic my kid lost her support worker, so eight hours a 

week and I lost mine for 16 hours a week. You couldn't send them to be cared for. 

Being a single mum, I felt isolated.” (Single mother, urban, local letting agent) 

 

“I was getting paid so I was ok but having no space really affected my mental health. 

Overcrowding and no garden. Just having no space, I have nowhere to relax. It is 

making me more and more tense. My health has been affected. Lockdown magnified 

every problem.” (Single mother of three children, national letting agent) 

 

“I was working 7.5 hours before and getting £312 a month. The nurseries were 

closed so I had to take on full care of my kids. I got in so much debt…It has been 

such a hard time. My kids are so hyperactive when they are stuck in the house and 

that is why the police are being called. The police were sympathetic. I explained to 

them and I started crying. I don’t drink or hurt my kids, I am being made to feel like I 

am doing something wrong. They said there is nothing you can do to prove 

harassment.” (Single mother, urban, single property landlord) 

 

6.9 Summary – Experience of renting through the pandemic 

Around half of the tenants interviewed were affected financially by the pandemic and in most 

cases lost all their paid work. Several applied for benefit for the first time and found the process 

straightforward, albeit demeaning. A minority did not claim benefits and it was notable that this 

was most likely for those from ethnic minority backgrounds. People managed by rationing 

heating, eating, shopping around for the best deals and in some cases relying on family. A 

minority reported they had been given a rent reduction by their landlords, but overall, the 

feeling was that landlords could have done more. Most who were affected by the pandemic 

were aware of the Coronavirus legislation. A small number of tenants had been given notice 

to leave during the pandemic (some left, others stayed), and given the timing of these notices, 
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these appeared to be illegal evictions (or attempted evictions). The majority did not know about 

the support available from the Government over this time, and some said the information 

should have been better publicised. A few had applied for the tenant loan and were 

unsuccessful, and a few others considered it but found the process too much of a hassle and 

intrusive and so did not apply. Although not the core focus of this study, the non-financial 

impacts of the pandemic were also significant on mental health and feelings of isolation.  
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7. Summary and conclusions 

This final chapter sets out a summary of the analysis, and draws conclusions, referring back 

to the Baseline Wave 1 (2019-20) findings, the research hypotheses and other questions 

posed around the pandemic for this stage of the research. The three key areas explored are 

affordability, disputes/access to justice, and the experiences of the pandemic. The 

experiences of particular household groups are also summarised. 

7.1 Access and affordability 

The Baseline Wave 1 findings (2019/20) found that most private tenants (looking across a 

representative sample of the whole population of tenants) were using the PRS as a 

transitionary tenure, waiting for social housing and saving to buy. Based on this qualitative 

research and the experience of this Wave 2 group of tenants, for lower income tenants in the 

PRS there was a clear sense of being ‘trapped’ in the PRS where they could not get access 

to social renting and could not save for ownership. Many of these households had been renting 

for long periods (over ten years), and not out of choice.  

The Baseline findings concluded that access to the PRS was generally easy across the whole 

tenant population, but less so in pressured markets and for lower income groups, single 

people, single parents, disabled people and those from ethnic minority backgrounds, with 

affordability being the key barrier. This qualitative research confirms this to be true with most 

of these low-income tenants stating that access to or moving within the PRS for properties 

that met their needs was difficult and getting worse over time. This was particularly the case 

in pressured markets - cities, and in rural areas with acute problems with the number of holiday 

homes reducing access to renting options. Finding a property that was affordable took months 

of searching, and the trade-offs made were mainly around condition, but also settling for less 

space (inside and out) and poorer locations: people were ‘getting what they could get’. Most 

disabled people found it difficult to find properties that met their accessibility requirements (and 

said this was also the case in the social rented sector), often supplemented their housing 

benefit/housing allowances with other income to get what they needed, and still had to 

compromise on condition of the property.  

Getting the right accommodation seemed especially hard for those claiming benefits, made 

more difficult for a few people who reported what appeared to be blanket discriminatory of ‘no 

DSS’ practices, mainly from letting agents in urban/city pressured areas. Some tenants had 

experienced a recent change in financial circumstances and claimed benefits for the first time, 

and it was common for them not to make their landlord aware of the change as they felt 

stigmatised and feared what the consequences may be if they did tell them.  

Affordability was a key area explored in this wave of the research. At Baseline stage, the 

proportion of income paid on housing was found to be relatively high with over half PRS 

tenants paying over 30% of their net income on rent. Yet at the same time a relatively low 

proportion - just over 1 in 10 survey respondents - thought rents were difficult to afford.  

From the group of tenants interviewed in Wave 2, we can see that affordability was definitely 

a problem for lower income tenants in the PRS. Most were on a combination of low earned 

income and benefits with an average net income of £17,000 per annum). The average rents 

paid were £550 indicating tenants were living in the lower end of the market, certainly in the 

higher priced cities and in some rural areas, but perhaps in more middle market/average rents 

for some lower priced markets, depending on the house type and size. Most people were 
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paying a third to half of their income on rent, and some paying more, particularly in pressured 

markets – this is broadly in line with the Wave 1 Baseline findings. Interestingly, rent increases 

were rare within tenancies, although some thought this was to do with being 'good tenants’. 

Saving was not possible for most tenants, who described living from month to month, 

struggling, being careful, or ‘doing without’. Families were especially strained financially. 

Despite the financial pressures, people said they ‘managed’ by living a frugal lifestyle, and 

only a minority reported having debt, with some relying on family for financial help. 

Navigating the benefits system added to affordability problems due to its unpredictability of 

Universal Credit payments, and caused individuals stress, with reports of delays, mis-

payments, and hours spent on the phone to sort problems out. Many tenants felt the burden 

was on them to resolve matters, even when they felt errors were made by the DWP. Those 

new to the benefits system (commonly as a result of losing work through the pandemic) found 

the process demeaning and stressful.  

Therefore, considering the hypothesis that tenants had low expectations of rent affordability, 

especially in high rent, pressured areas; it is concluded that for lower income and other 

disadvantaged household groups, it is not a case of low expectations, but rather ‘getting what 

they could’ from what was available in the market, as close to what they needed. However, as 

discussed above, many had to make considerable trade-offs, tolerating poorer conditions, less 

space than needed and/or poorer locations than they would have preferred, and still often 

stretched their budget, even with those trade-offs.  

7.2 Disputes and access to justice 

At Baseline stage the large majority of tenants were satisfied with the property and the level 

of service they received, with the minority of tenants experiencing poor service around repairs. 

The Baseline also showed that there was lack of awareness from tenants about tenancy rights, 

although at the same time there was also a high level of confidence from tenants about being 

able to stay in their home. The most important aspects of ‘security’ from tenants’ perspectives 

was affordability, trust in the landlord and secure employment. The importance of maintaining 

positive, trusting relationships with the landlord was a strong theme from tenants, and 

appeared to be a key driver in there being little appetite from many tenants for lodging formal 

legal complaints. The minority that felt less secure were those with less financial power – those 

living in deprived areas, on lower incomes and reliant on housing benefit. 

For the Wave 2 low-income tenants, findings were less positive - satisfaction and 

dissatisfaction was evenly split. However, the theme around satisfaction associated with 

tenant landlord relationships was repeated - having individual ‘good’ relationships and high 

levels of trust in the landlord or letting agent was important, and for tenants hinged on how 

quickly repairs were done, and perceptions of security, associated with whether or not a 

landlord was likely to sell. Those tenants that were most satisfied were renting from smaller 

landlords, and those with direct relationships with the landlord. Least satisfied tenants were 

living in properties managed by letting agents, who were seen as more remote (including 

employing ‘distant’ or remote communication methods), although there were a few exceptions. 

While many were satisfied overall with their renting experience, long-standing repair issues 

were a key problem experienced by most of this group. Many had low expectations about 

these being done and some had stopped reporting them, with the view that if they continued 

to complain it may affect relations, and could result in increased rents or notices to leave.  



Rent Better Research Programme  
Wave 2 Tenants Qualitative Report 
 

 
The Nationwide Foundation   April 2022 | 42  

 

 

The Wave 2 qualitative research participants were more aware of their rights and seemed 

more likely to use advice agencies to support and reaffirm rights than was found at Baseline 

across the general population of private renters. This higher prevalence probably reflects a 

higher proportion of tenants that were purposely recruited that had had disputes with their 

landlords, including experience of the FTT8 compared to the general population of tenants 

surveyed and interviewed at Baseline. The findings from this lower income group confirmed 

those from the Baseline where it was unusual for those with less financial power to have the 

feeling of security, with many reporting feeling concerned that the landlord would sell, or they 

would be asked to leave for other reasons.  

Even though there was a higher proportion of disputes in this sample compared to the wider 

Baseline population, it was still surprising that complaints and disputes were not more common 

given the general dissatisfaction from across this group about repairs and poor condition 

properties. Those with experience of raising ‘informal’ disputes did so independently or 

through support of advice agencies, and in a few rare cases raising questions with the local 

authority, including approaches to the local councillor. These were successful eventually 

through constant pestering of the landlord or letting agent, or with support letters from Shelter 

or Citizens Advice Bureaux, but required perseverance. Most people who had disputes were 

in urban areas and had their property managed by a letting agent, and they described the 

relationship with their letting agent or landlord as difficult; a few said the relationship was non-

existent or they had limited contact. This finding reinforces the perception of tenants that where 

there was more ‘distance’ between the landlord and tenant, the satisfaction and levels of trust 

between tenant and landlord were lower.  

At Baseline, those with experience of the First Tier Tribunal from a small number of tenants 

suggested this was inaccessible, and there was an asymmetry of access to justice between 

tenants and landlords, with landlords more able to self-advocate, use the skills and experience 

of letting agents, or use the resources of professional advisors. Those themes were again 

repeated in the Wave 2 research, where a further ten tenants were interviewed who had taken 

a case to the FTT. Views about fairness of the process were mixed, but the majority felt that 

the outcome was unsatisfactory, and so in their opinion the process was ineffectual. All felt 

that the Tribunal system was too formal, lengthy and not easily accessible – most felt that high 

levels of education were required to navigate the system successfully. Most reported that the 

relationship with the landlord or letting agent had got worse, or was as bad as before the 

process, and only a small number said that it had improved as a result of the Tribunal case. It 

was observed that despite there being time limits for rectification of matters, tenants still felt 

that power lay with the landlord over how (mainly repair/condition standards) and when the 

matters were resolved (repairs completed), with limited accountability in place where action 

was not taken. Following their Tribunal cases, two tenants had been served notices to leave 

claiming the landlord was selling the property, or a family member was moving in, and they 

felt the notice was directly linked to them bringing a case against the landlord and the 

relationship being poor. The clear impression from the group with FTT experience was that 

the formal access to justice was cumbersome, stressful and inadequate to hold landlords to 

account. 

The hypothesis being tested around justice is that service provision, security of tenure and 

dispute resolution is considered more favourable from landlords with small (less than 5) 

 
8 16 out of 65 tenants (around a quarter) had experience of disputes with their landlord in this 

qualitative research. This compares to a lower 15% of tenants saying in the RentBetter Baseline 
survey saying they had experienced a recent dispute with their landlord or letting agent. 
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portfolios. There is evidence there is greater satisfaction from smaller landlords where there 

is a direct relationship with tenants compared to renting from remote larger landlords or letting 

agents. Where there is satisfaction there is greater trust in the landlord, matters get more 

easily resolved and there is a greater feeling of security (especially where the tenant 

understands the landlord is unlikely to sell).  However, while higher service satisfaction may 

equate to the feeling of security of tenure, it does not equate to actual security of tenure. 

Indeed, there was a sense that if the relationship didn't work or trust broke down for whatever 

reason then security of tenure may be jeopardised. Examples of this being governed by a 

subjective tenant landlord relationship (rather than through an objective contract) included: 

feeling that the rent hadn’t gone up because they had been a ‘good tenant’; fear of telling the 

landlord that they had moved to Universal Credit; feeling that continued complaints may result 

in increased rents or notice to leave; and feeling that notice to leave had been served after 

pursuing formal justice routes. The theme from these lower income tenants was that, overall, 

the balance of power lay with the landlord – both generally in their experience with their 

landlords, and those that took their landlord or letting agent to the Tribunal to pursue the formal 

form of justice.  

These findings, along with those at Wave 1 confirm the ongoing need to provide accessible 

methods for informing tenants of their rights and encouraging tenants to exercise those rights. 

Those methods could include more access to advice services and understanding of local 

authorities’ enforcement role, and more accessible methods of dispute resolution e.g. 

mediation, rather than the formality of the Tribunal system. There also appears to be a need 

to increase the capacity of the Tribunal (to speed processes up and increase access/capacity) 

and to make it less intimidating and more attractive to tenants. Greater exercising of rights 

may in turn assist in change in culture and adjustment of the power imbalance that seems to 

be present for some tenants, particularly those on lower income with limited financial power, 

and living in the lower end of the market where there may a vulnerability to less compliant 

landlords.  

7.3 Experience of private renting through the pandemic 

The research explored tenants experience of the pandemic, with an emphasis on the financial 

impact on tenants’ housing circumstances. Around half of the tenants interviewed were 

affected by the pandemic and in most cases losing all their paid work. Several applied for 

Universal Credit for the first time and found the process straightforward, but at the same time 

demeaning, and the gap in the initial payment for six weeks stressful. A minority did not claim 

benefits and it was notable that this was most likely those from ethnic minority backgrounds. 

People managed by rationing heating and food costs, shopping around for the best deals and 

in some cases relying on family. None of this group said that they accessed other types of 

support, for example food banks.  

Most who were affected by the pandemic were aware of the Coronavirus legislation and the 

change in notice periods. In terms of the potential benefits of pre-action requirements for 

tenants, few reported knowledge of what these were, but a minority reported general 

information and advice from landlords, and they had been given a rent reduction by their 

landlords. However, the overall feeling was that landlords should have done more over the 

pandemic.  

In terms of experience of the extension of eviction notice periods and the ban on enforcement 

of evictions, a small number of tenants had been given notice to leave during the pandemic, 

which came as a surprise to them; two moved out as soon as they could and found alternative 
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accommodation and given the timing of these notices, these appeared to be illegal evictions. 

The others sought to enforce their rights and stayed in the property. The majority did not know 

about the support available from the Scottish Government over this time, and some said the 

information should have been better publicised. A few had applied for the tenant loan and 

were unsuccessful, and a few others considered it but found the process too much hassle and 

intrusive and so did not apply. 

Although not the core focus of this study, the non-financial impacts of the pandemic were also 

said to be significant. Tenants were commonly affected by isolation, overcrowded conditions 

for home working, lack of inside and outside space. Single parents, disabled people, people 

who already had mental health issues, and parents with disabled children who lost access to 

support were the most affected. 

7.4 Specific household groups 

Reading across the analysis, the following sets out key findings for different household groups. 

Families (whether couples or single people with children) emerged in this research as 

especially struggling. Finding a property that fitted their needs and that was within their budget 

was extremely difficult, with most compromising on location, space and the condition of the 

property. As a result, they were taking what they could get for their budget. A few families were 

living in overcrowded conditions and could not see a way of affording anything bigger, and this 

was a great source of stress. Rent was prioritised, making other necessities a challenge to 

afford. No one mentioned accessing food banks, and a couple reported preferring to use their 

credit card instead for food because it was not stigmatising. Taking children to engage in 

activities that cost money or holidays was not possible and so families in poverty lived in 'a 

permanent form of lockdown'. Pressured times of the year, such as buying school uniforms or 

Christmas were viewed with dread. Some single working mothers knew that if they did not 

work, they would actually be ‘better off’ financially and they felt the Government needed to 

review the current thresholds for support, to take account of the true cost of living. During the 

pandemic a couple of families moved out of the city to rural areas so that their families could 

afford to have more space. Families without outdoor space and/or in overcrowded conditions 

in urban areas and single parents found the pandemic especially stressful, with having to 

manage all the care of the children, but with restricted ways for them to expend their energy.  

Older people were also a group that were financially strained. They observed that the cost of 

living and rents were rising, but pensions and the inability to earn meant incomes remained 

stagnant. The fragility of this situation was highlighted by one notable example of a woman 

who had lived at the property for a long time, and made it her own, at her own expense, but 

knew that with the next rental increase she would no longer be able to afford to live in her 

current home.  

Disabled people reported that there were limited ground floor properties and properties with 

adaptations in the social and private rented sector. It was notable that this group were the 

most likely to have paid extra towards their housing costs (over and above housing benefit) to 

be able to get the property that suited to their needs. However, it was rare for disabled people 

to feel that their property was ‘right’, with many compromising on the condition, in favour of 

having the right access requirements. Having adaptations was generally not a problem in the 

PRS, but there were exceptions. One person felt that disabled people were exploited in this 

regard and suggested the need for more supply of housing suitable for people with access 

requirements. The process of accessing entitlements through the benefits system was viewed 
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as demeaning. The pandemic did not seem to affect disabled people financially, but many said 

they lost their support workers and felt isolated as a result. 

There were seven people from ethnic minorities that took part in the research and therefore 

the numbers were small.  There was only one clear trend that emerged and that was that this 

group were the least likely to have accessed the benefits system and their entitlements. One 

person also paid his rent in cash (£1,000 per month) which raises questions about the 

legitimacy of the rental agreement.  
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 Appendices   

Sampling Framework 

Tenants 

In Wave 1 the qualitative research sampled a range of private tenants as part of the baseline 

exercise. For Wave 2 concentrated more on tenants on lower incomes and in housing need. 

The Wave 1 Baseline report also showed, that in addition to those on lower incomes, people 

from Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds, disabled people, single parents and 

single people experienced disadvantages in this sector compared to the general PRS 

population. In Wave 2 we oversampled from these groups of people. Wave 2 was also 

extended to understand the experiences of tenants through Covid, and so we targeted 

tenants with experiences where the Coronavirus legislation has been of relevance. 

The following table sets out annual net equivalent household income by household type at 

different percentiles of the FYE 2020 UK distribution (HBAI).  

Percentile Single 

individual 

Couple with no 

children 

Couple with two children under 

14 

10th £9,200 £13,800 £19,300 

50th £19,200 £28,600 £40,000 

90th £37,500 £55,900 £78,300 

97th £58,800 £87,700 £122,800 

 

Households Below Average Income (HBAI) method defines lower income as 60% of median 

income (50th percentile). However, this is the poverty line so we have taken the midpoint 

between 10th and 50th percentile of household incomes i.e. 30th percentile. The proposed 

gross income brackets to be targeted are around: 

• Single people -   £15,000 

• Couple with no children - £21,000 

• Single parent with children -  £20,000 

• Couple with children -  £30,000 

 

Housing need is defined as overcrowding, poor condition, need adaptations, difficult to 

afford, difficult to manage repairs/get repairs done, anti-social behaviour/ significant issues 

with neighbours/harassment. 

We recruited through advisory agencies – CABs and Shelter Scotland, and Living Rent 

network of tenants. We also conducted longitudinal interviews targeting tenants from the 

previous wave that fit the sampling criteria for Wave 2. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2020/households-below-average-income-an-analysis-of-the-income-distribution-fye-1995-to-fye-2020#low-income-indicators
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We conducted two different strands of research through 60 tenant interviews – 1) Wave 2 

mainstream PRT impacts (30 interviews) and 2) Coronavirus legislation impacts (30 

interviews). We had sifting questions upfront to categorise the interviews, but there may be 

instances where we find the tenant fits both strands and data will be coded and analysed 

accordingly. We targeted up to 15 tenants from the previous wave 1 that fit into the 

recruitment criteria. 

The following sample segmentation was proposed, with oversampling by lower income Black 

and Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds, disabled people, single parents and single people. 

• Incomes – at least 50% on lower incomes as listed above (if not on lower income must 
be in housing need / affordability issues).  

• Housing need/ affordability – may be combined with low income.  

• Low income/affordability and housing need – at least 10 from each of the following – 1) 
affordability/rent difficulties 2) in receipt of HB/Universal credit – when coding make sure 
distinguish between UC reliant, UC supported, and Alternative Payment Arrangements 
(i.e rent paid direct to landlord 3) justice/dispute issues 4) other housing need 

• 15 longitudinal which should include low income/housing need 

• 30 with some pandemic impact (may be cross over to needs listed above) 

• 30 male and 30 female respondents 

• Ethnicity – 6 from minority ethnic groups 

• Disability – 10 registered disabled, or in receipt in disability benefit, or with a disability 
that affects daily life including older people (over 65) 

• Spread across and household type/size – at least 15 single (working age), 15 single 
parents, 15 couples with children, at least 5 older people over 65  

• Spread across working status 

• 15 in rural areas including some island communities, 45 in urban/city and good spread of 
the LA grouping. 

• 35 letting from landlord, 20 from letting agent, 5 some other way 

• At least 30 PRT 
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Profile of tenant participant interviewed 

A total of 65 private rented sector (PRS) tenants were interviewed between September 2021 

and February 2022. The following analysis provides a breakdown of the circumstances of the 

participants. 

Overall, 41 participants were female and 24 were male. 39 were renting from a landlord and 

26 from a letting agent. Around a half (29) were in a one-bedroom property and the rest were 

either in a two- or three-bedroom property, with only two in a four bedroom. Most people 

interviewed lived in flats; only 18 people said they lived in a house, with access to a garden.  

In terms of type of tenancy, tenants reported the following breakdown. However, as discussed 

later, many admitted to choosing one option rather than really knowing what sort of tenancy 

they had.  

Tenancy Number (n65) 

Private Residential Tenancy 32 

Short Assured Tenancy 18 

Don't Know 14 

No contract 1 

In relation to length of time in their current tenancy, most had lived there for less than five 

years, but still almost a third (21 in total) had been in their tenancy for more than six years. 

However, as detailed in the following section, most tenants had been private renting for many 

years (across different tenancies). 

Years in tenancy Number (n65) 

0-2 21 

2-5 20 

3-5 3 

6-10 12 

Over 10 9 

The breakdown below shows interviews were achieved across a good mix of type of area and 

local authority setting. 

Area Number (n65) 

Urban 38 

Rural 21 

Mixed 6 

 

Local Authority Number (n65) 

Aberdeenshire 3 

Angus 1 

Argyll and Bute 1 

Clackmannanshire 2 

Dumfries and Galloway 2 

Dundee City 1 
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East Ayrshire 2 

East Dunbartonshire 1 

East Lothian 2 

City of Edinburgh 7 

Falkirk 1 

Fife 3 

Glasgow City 13 

Highlands 8 

North Lanarkshire 1 

Perth and Kinross 5 

Renfrewshire 5 

South Ayrshire 1 

Scottish Borders 1 

South Lanarkshire 2 

West Dunbartonshire 1 

West Lothian 1 

Western Isles 1 

The following provides the breakdown by age, ethnicity, household type and working status, 

as described by the participants. This shows that most participants were under 50 years, but 

there were 11 over 60 years old interviewed. Most were white Scottish/British with a range of 

household types participating, including families (whether single parents or couples with 

children). The working status of households was wide ranging including employed and self-

employed (including full and part-time), unemployed and retired. 

Age Number (n65) 

21-30 13 

31-40 21 

41-50 15 

51-60 5 

61-70 5 

Over 70 6 

 

Ethnicity Number (n65) 

White British/Scottish 53 

Ethnic Minorities 7 

White European 4 

White International 1 

 

Household type Number (n65) 

Single 28 

Single parent family 15 

Couple 14 

Family 5 

Single in flatshare 3 
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Working Status Number (n56) 

Full time employed 14 

Part time employed 8 

Part time employed (two jobs) 1 

Self Employed 9 

Unemployed 13 

Retired 9 

Retired and self employed 1 

Currently on sick leave 1 

Across the group, the sectors people reported working in were diverse, but it was notable that 

clerical work, hospitality, social care and the arts were most common.  

Students were intentionally excluded from the research as agreed with the Advisory Group on 

the basis that other research was commissioned on student accommodation by Scottish 

Government. 

Nine people interviewed had a disability. 

The following table provides a summary of the 65 people interviewed in terms of the housing 

issues they reported. This shows that the most of those interviewed had problems with 

affordability, with the next most common issue reported being housing need, reliance on 

benefits, and being affected by the pandemic. This profile reflects the overall sampling criteria, 

but it is striking that 59 out of the 65 recruited reported problems around affordability. 

Issue Related Number (n65) 

Affordability 59  

Affected by the pandemic 35  

Access to Justice  16  

Housing needs 49  

Reliant on Housing Benefits 38  

Affected by disability 22  

The table below provides a summary of the focus for interviews, highlighting that most tenants 

were affected by more than one area.  

Focus of Interview Number (n65) 

Affordability 25 

Affordability and the Pandemic 21 

Affordability, Justice and 
Pandemic 9 

Affordability and Justice 6 

Access to Justice 3 

Justice and Pandemic 1 

In addition to these sampling criteria, most of those interviewed (49) stated that they had 

problems with repairs and getting these completed by the landlord/letting agent. 
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In summary, those interviewed met the research objectives of reaching tenants on low income 

and in housing need, and others with less ‘power’ in the market including disabled people and 

those from minority groups.  

Of the 42 who said they knew something about their landlord, the summary of responses was 

as follows: 

Information on landlord Number (n42) 

Only one 16 

Small portfolio (less than 5) 17 

Many properties (More than 5) 8 

All interviewees were on lower incomes, and yet there was a small number that stressed that 

they ‘managed’. Although not a new finding, it is worth recognising the stigma people often 

feel about discussing living in poverty9. This study is therefore an important contribution to 

understanding the struggle people are currently experiencing in the PRS. 

 

  

 
9 Walker, R. (2014) The Shame of Poverty. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
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Topic guide 

Excludes interviewer prompts 

Rent Better 

How is private renting changing in Scotland, and Understanding the impact of the 

Scottish Private Tenancy Regime and Covid-19 

Qualitative depth interviews topic guide – Tenants 

The Nationwide Foundation, which is a charitable foundation, has commissioned Indigo 
House to undertake research with tenants and landlords / letting agents to understand the 
impact of changes in the tenancy regime in the private rented sector, to identify any further 
changes that may be needed, and to share lessons learned for the benefit of private tenants 
from across Scotland and the UK. The Foundation wants to understand the impact of 
changes on security of tenure; access to justice; affordability; landlord and tenant conduct. 
We are also exploring the impact of the pandemic on tenants’ housing circumstances. The 
focus of the research is on the impacts of these changes on tenants on a low income and/or 
in housing need. 
 
This interview will involve a discussion for about 30-45 minutes, talking through your 
experiences as a private renter. Are you still ok to proceed?  Would another time suit better? 
 
Data protection  
I first need to talk through some information about data protection. 
 
The interview is anonymous. Any information you provide will be stored on the Indigo House 
secure server so that no one outside of the research team can access your data. All contact 
details will be destroyed at the end of the research.  
 
Consent and how the information will be used 
By taking part in this interview, you are agreeing for the data to be collected and used for the 
Nationwide Foundation’s research and to inform policy of the private rented sector. Findings 
will be shared across the UK. 
 
This discussion is confidential, and no individual responses will be identifiable in any 
of the outputs. 
 
Can I confirm 
You understand the purpose of the research   

You understand that the interview is anonymous and confidential   
You are happy to proceed with the research, and can chose to withdraw at any time  

You agree to the interview being recorded / and/or notes taken  

You agree for interview data to be analysed and reported in summary form, and direct 
quotes may be used but these will be anonymised / non-disclosive.   
 
Ask participant if they have any questions and confirm below if agree to proceed 
 
Yes  /  No  

Basic tenant profile and filtering questions 

At this point the interviewer will decide how to focus the interview on 
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• Affordability / rent difficulties 

• Access to justice / disputes 

• Pandemic impacts 

Household income 

Your housing experience / Views on renting  

Explore how long has been a private tenant, what originally were/ and now are the key 

motivations for renting, and intentions for the future for renting. 

Finding your rented property  

Explore how the tenant found the property and how easy / difficult it was to find, and why. 

Tenancy arrangements and rents  

Explore experience on tenancy arrangements used - First, do you know what kind of tenancy 

you have, and what rights does your tenancy give you, and what does the landlord have to 

do?  

Relationship with landlord and communication (bit of duplication on later but good to start 

understanding at this stage) 

Housing Needs 

Can you tell me more about your experience of any of the following - overcrowding, poor 

condition, need adaptations, difficult to manage repairs/get repairs done, anti-social 

behaviour/significant issues with neighbours/harassment as indicated above?  

For Wave 2 - affordability focused interview  

Your rents and affordability of rents  

Explore experience regarding rents and affordability.  

For Wave 2 – disputes focused interview 

Your experience of disputes with your letting agent / landlord and access to justice 

about any housing disputes 

Note - There may be overlap with above if rent arrears dispute in which case take data for 

both. 

Explore the reasons and circumstances of any dispute 

If they changed from an SAT to PRT i.e. have experience of both – do they feel more confident 

raising a dispute under the new arrangements? If so, why? 

For Impact of Pandemic and Views on Coronavirus Legislation 
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Your housing experience during the pandemic.  

Note if includes any disputes/rent arrears refer to questions above 

Anything else would like to say about your experience in private renting not covered above? 

If particularly interesting case in terms of impacts of affordability, justice ask whether interested 

in participating in a short video / vlog  

Thank you and close 

Let participants know that participant incentive will be sent in the post 

Obtain details for sending the voucher. 

Note that incentive payments will include letter with full details of the study and contact 

details of study Director Anna Evans. 

Also inform participants that research findings will be on the dedicated RentBetter 

website – details on the thank you letter with voucher 

https://rentbetter.indigohousegroup.com 

 


