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Rents in PBSA (purpose built student 
accommodation) have been soaring for many 
years now and NUS has regularly worked with 
student housing charity UNIPOL through the 
Accommodation Cost Surveys to document 
this growing crisis, its drivers and potential 
solutions to it.

It is without doubt that the ongoing cost of 
living crisis has exacerbated this. As the cost 
of essentials for students renting in PBSA 
(e.g. food and transport) and for those that 
may support them (e.g. rents, mortgages 
and energy) spike, and student finance and 
wages continue to not keep up, the burden of 
these high rents is further highlighted.

Our research has found 
that after paying rent 
and bills almost a third 
of students only have 
£50 a month to live on.

Introduction

Students in PBSA that are currently 
struggling are suffering from the impact of 
a steady (and fast) growth in rents in PBSA 
over many years, particularly since 2010. 
However, we must also remember that the 
cost of rent in PBSA has the potential to 
accelerate dramatically over 2022-23 and 
beyond as a result of inflation (driven largely 
by energy prices) and the fallout from 
Covid-19 (as landlords seek to recoup ‘losses’ 
from rent reductions and waivers). 

NUS continues to lobby for the introduction 
of national and localised rent controls to 
prevent such hikes. However, our movement’s 
incredible success during the pandemic in 
securing rent reductions and waivers for 
hundreds of thousands of students, often at 
a local level, is a clear example of the immense 
influence we can wield over student housing 
in the now. During the pandemic, we showed 
that our movement is by far the single 
biggest (and most successful) tenants’ union 
in the country. 
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To support students’ unions to build upon 
this success and campaign locally for more 
affordable PBSA within the context of the 
cost of living crisis.

This resource does not deep-dive into the 
structural reasons for the high-rents in PBSA 
and the national policy solutions that we 
need. That is not to say that the student 
movement should not seek to influence 
such things, but only that the focus of this 
resource is more practical and local. 

This resource also primarily focuses on 
how SUs can influence their universities to 
increase PBSA affordability. It does discuss 
the drivers behind rent-setting in the private 
sector, and how universities can (and should) 
exercise influence over the rents charged in it, 

but we do not discuss in detail mechanisms 
that SUs may have for influencing directly 
the decisions of private, “direct-let” PBSA 
providers. 

The abdication of ownership, control and 
responsibility for housing students by 
universities and government to the for-profit 
sector is the most fundamental driver of 
the current student housing crisis. Whilst we 
must understand it in the here and now to 
secure change, our movement's long-term 
aim should be to radically reduce the role of 
the private sector in PBSA and reassert the 
role of universities, government and social 
housing providers.
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The drivers of rent-setting differ slightly between universities and 
private providers of PBSA. However, for both it is fair to say that the 
primary drivers are a combination of inflation-linked formulae and 
benchmarking rent with ‘market competitors’. Importantly, only about 
one third of all PBSA landlords set rents based on the actual running 
costs of the accommodation. 

The following data is taken from the Accommodation Cost Survey 
2021 (ACS) where PBSA providers were asked to identify the main 
mechanisms they used in setting rents.

Universities said they take into 
account the following when setting 
rents:

• 59% use inflation (RPI or CPI – in the 
authors' experience it is usually the former)

• 42% benchmark with “competitor” 
universities

• 37% take account of the actual costs of 
running the accommodation

• 36% benchmark with key “comparators or 
competitors” in market

• 29% benchmark with private providers 
locally/nationally

• 13% said that they, without reference to the 
“market rent”, internally judge the value of 
the accommodation 

• 12% utilise the data from the ACS
• 12% use predetermined rent inflators and 

“indexing” based on a long-term 
financial model

• 7% take into account the distance from 
campus and associated travel costs

Private providers said they take into 
account the following when 
setting rents:

• 49% benchmark with key “comparators or 
competitors” in market

• 46% benchmark with private providers 
locally/nationally

• 38% use inflation (RPI or CPI – in the 
authors experience it is usually the former)

• 30% take account of the actual costs of 
running the accommodation

• 19% said that they, without reference to the 
“market rent”, internally judge the value of 
the accommodation 

• 14% benchmark with universities
• 11% take into account the distance from 

campus and associated travel costs
• 11% use predetermined rent inflators and 

“indexing” based on a long-term financial 
model

• 6% utilise the data from the 
Accommodation Cost Surveys

What influences 
rent-setting in PBSA?
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Who has the power to 
determine rents?
A priority for any SU seeking to influence rents is to understand who 
retains power in rent-setting. There are broadly three scenarios that an 
SU may encounter:

1. Universities that set rents in their own accommodation
2. Universities that can influence the local private sector (through 

partnerships or local lobbying)
3. Universities that play no meaningful role 

University's own beds

Private direct let

116,922

127,842

138,958

168,576

103,833

253,162

111,967

273,522

Volume of beds

2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21

Private beds used by universities 54,336 74,323 96,760 88,195
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Universities that own and manage their own 
PBSA, particularly at any scale, are dwindling in 
number.

In 2021/22, universities 
now account for less 
than 1/4 of PBSAs and 
the private sector 
accounts for the rest 

The vast majority of the universities that have 
retained control over their rents will be older 
institutions with a greater access to land, 
capital and a longer history of 
PBSA management.

Some of these institutions may also, for 
some of their accommodation, fall into the 
next category

1: Universities that sets rent in 
their own accommodation

Management And Ownership Of PBSA

2012/13 2021/22

University owned PBSA

Privately owned PBSA

39.1% 23.6%

60.9% 76.4%
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Universities that can influence the private 
sector procure bed spaces from the local 
private PBSA sector through a variety of 
different types of agreements which give 
them varying degrees of control over rents. 

The below is a summary of the most 
common types of agreements taken from 
Student Accommodation: The Facts:

“Lease agreements: 
where the university is responsible for letting 
the accommodation. The institution typically 
deals with housing applications, allocates 
rooms, issues tenancies and collects rent. The 
private provider is responsible only for building 
and facilities management. Lease agreements 
can be for long or short periods. They involve 
the university passing on students booked 
through their own accommodation system.

Nomination agreements:
where the university is responsible 
for guaranteeing occupation of the 
accommodation. Nomination agreement 

2: Universities that can influence 
the local private sector

covers a wide range of legal agreements 
that universities sign to occupy some / all of 
the rooms in a private residence for a fixed 
term. They can be long or short, and usually 
involve the institution passing on students’ 
details to the private provider, who then 
processes and manages the tenancies. 
In a nomination agreement, the institution 
formally underwrites the occupancy of the 
contracted rooms.

Referral agreements:
where the institution has no formal 
responsibility to occupy the private 
provider’s accommodation, but markets the 
accommodation and passes the potential 
booking to the provider in return for a 
referral fee.” 

Depending on the agreements in-place, 
universities will have various levels of 
“say” over the rents their students are 
experiencing:

“Many private providers favour relationships 
with universities because it helps shield 

them from private competition, reduces 
occupancy risk and increases the 
predictability of income. However, there is a 
commercial trade-off for private providers: 
an agreement with a university gives the 
institution influence over the provider’s rents

Relationships between universities and 
PBSA providers can be very long-term 
and can transfer the control of the 
private accommodation to an institution. 
A university may lease accommodation 
from the private sector for their sole use, 
marketing the accommodation as if it were 
their own, and using the institution’s own 
tenancy agreement. Such accommodation 
is often white-labelled and students may be 
unaware they are living in private PBSA. On 
this business model, the university /private 
provider relationship will remove considerable 
autonomy from the institution, particularly 
in rent-setting. Commercial confidentiality 
often makes fixed rental inflators and 
other indexing systems for student rents 
particularly inflexible and opaque.”
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Finally, there will be a group of universities  
that have no meaningful role in their local 
PBSA sector at all. In these instances, 
students’ unions may wish to lobby their 
institution to become more involved (e.g. 
through actively procuring new affordable 
rooms) or target the private sector PBSA 
that operates “direct-let” bedspaces who 
(depending on the complexity of ownership 
and financing) retain autonomy over their 
rent-setting in their area.

3: Universities that play no 
meaningful role 
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1. Planned rent-rises are reduced  
   in scale (e.g. from 3%) 

2. Rents rise, but by less than  
   students’ incomes, so they 
   become more affordable in 
   real terms

3. Rents are frozen at current level  
   so they become more affordable 
   in real terms

4. Rents are actively reduced 
5. The incomes of tenants 

   are boosted

Methods to improve PBSA 
affordability 

Landlord commits to income 
reductions

The simplest option is that the landlord 
commits to bringing in less overall income 
from rent, or finds efficiencies within its 
current residences budget, and improves 
affordability. This can be most appropriate 
where unnecessary surpluses/profits are 
being made or efficiencies are easily found.

Landlord subsidises, but doesn’t 
change rents

The landlord can choose not to change 
the amount of income generated by their 
current accommodation at all, but just use 
other income streams (e.g. tuition fees or 
associated commercial income such as 
catering, conferencing and PBSA holiday lets) 

to subsidise rents in some form. Most often, 
this takes the form of bursary provision, 
hardship funds or rent discounts targeted at 
specific students. This can also be an option 
where the university has no control over the 
rents that are set.

Landlord restructures the rent-ladder

Another often unexplored option is that 
the landlord doesn’t significantly change 
the amount of income generated by their 
accommodation, but instead restructures 
the “rent ladder” to create cross-subsidy 
for a number of rooms. In effect, “high-end” 
bedspaces will be made even more expensive 
to generate subsidy for more affordable 
bedspaces. This approach is usually paired 
with an allocation strategy to ensure 
affordable rooms go to students who ‘need’ 

them. Cross-subsidy models have existed in 
the social housing sector for many years.

Other mechanisms

Universities that do not control their own 
rents can seek to procure new, more 
affordable bedspaces from (or renegotiate 
existing partnerships with) the private sector
. 
Landlords can also look to reduce costs 
to their tenants through other means (e.g. 
shorter tenancies for all or some students, 
smaller tenancy deposits/booking fees, 
transport discounts, more affordable in-PBSA 
catering, laundry or gym access etc)

And of course, in the longer-term, new more 
affordable residences can be built, even with 
the aid of the local authority. 
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How providers say they involve SUs in 
rent-setting

• 28% said they actively collaborate with the 
SU through rent-setting meetings

• 26% said they don’t involve students at all
• 22% said there are student 

representatives at rent-setting meetings
• 16% said they consult with the SU once 

rents have been set
• 13% said they consult with “the wider 

student body” before rents are set 
(and 1% after)

Establishing good 
rent-setting governance

SUs have a significant amount of access and 
input to all walks of student life, even up to 
sabbatical officers being trustees of their 
parent-institution. The tiny percentages 
of universities that involve students 
meaningfully in rent-setting is out of kilter 
with the percentage that involve students 
in discussions, say, around mental health or 
education quality. For SUs to secure-change 
on rents, establishing a transparent 
and collaborative rent-setting 
governance structure 

Private PBSA providers have little incentive to 
take into account the views of students on 
rent-setting. That is not to say they cannot 
be influenced (as we discuss throughout this 
resource), but the ACS takes it as given that 

there is no formal process for the input of 
student-voice on such matters in the direct-
let private sector.

SUs will often also find that other university 
departments with an interest in the issue (e.g. 
welfare and widening access teams) are also 
shut-out of decision-making on rents.
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Transparent governance 

There should be a formal, scheduled and transparent process for 
rent-setting and accommodation matters in every institution. SUs 
and students should be involved at every stage and this should be 
set out in a transparent policy available to the public.

Data-driven and 
multi-departmental 
Rent-setting should be informed by the widest and richest possible 
set of data on student tenants’ wants and needs, encompassing all 
relevant university departments.

Equality and collaboration 
Decision-making should ensure that all parties involved have equal 
access to information and are committed to the pursual of financial 
sustainability for both tenant and landlord.

Where SUs are involved, it is often 
only in name. Some principles of 
good PBSA rent-setting 
governance are:
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In this section we explore the arguments SUs are likely to 
come across when seeking more affordable rents.

“We use inflation to set our rents 
because that is how much more 
expensive everything has gotten 
to operate” 

It is clear that inflation is a key driver of rent 
setting for many PBSA providers, particularly 
universities. With inflation hovering at around 
10%, pegging rent increases to such a figure 
could be devastating for tenants. However, 
it appears that the use of inflation is not 
necessarily because the running costs of the 
accommodation rise as a result of it – given 
the disparity in answers given in the ACS 
2021 on this point. Nor, self-evidently, has the 
use of inflation been to account for nominal 
increases in students’ incomes, or the real 
terms incomes of many of those who may 
support them.

As such, PBSA providers pegging rent 
setting to inflation is in many cases arbitrary, 
it is likely used because pegging rents to 
inflation is both administratively simple and 
easy to make a case for when challenged. In 
many cases, PBSA providers use a formula 
that uses inflation as a baseline upon which 
additional percentage points are added 
(e.g. RPI+1%).

Making effective 
arguments for more 
affordable PBSA

SUs should:

1. Request data showing that 
operating costs are in-fact rising 
with inflation. 

The exposure of each PBSA provider to rising 
operating costs as a result of inflation can 
differ radically from provider to provider. For 
example, exposure to rising operating costs 
from inflation will depend on a providers’ 
energy contracts, staffing costs or exposure 
to rising costs of new-build or maintenance 
programmes. 

2. Where costs are rising, explore 
first whether these can be mitigated

For example, where energy costs are rising 
for the PBSA provider SUs could ask:
• Is there any support available from 

government?
• Can energy contracts be reprocured or 

renegotiated?
• Can energy efficiency measures (either 

physical or habitual) be rolled out to reduce 
demand and costs?
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“We cannot absorb the impact 
of inflation on our 
accommodation budget”

Where inflation is material, there is a choice 
to be made about whether the landlord 
or tenant absorbs the impact. As the 
chart shows, PBSA rents have a confused 
relationship to inflation, the chart shows how 
much more aggressively PBSA has been 
raising rents than the wider PRS. In many 
cases, PBSA providers will have secured 
themselves financial headroom due to 
these trends. 

SUs should:

1. Evidence the impact 
inflation-linked rent rises will have 
on tenants

2. Ask where rents have risen above 
inflation (and/or operating costs) for 
many years whether that additional 
financial capacity could now be 
utilised to improve affordability in the 
current crisis.

3. Highlight the role of rent-increases 
in contributing to inflation

It is important to remember that PBSA 
providers will be actively contributing toward 
economy-wide inflation by pegging rent-
rise to it, and conversely will help restrain it 
by not doing so. There is a clear precedent 
for restraint in inflation-pegged rent-setting 
currently being set by government and the 
social housing sector to protect tenants and 
the wider economy. 

This has also informed some of the logic 
behind Scotland’s rent freeze. Playing a role in 
restraining inflation where possible is clearly a 
positive aim for socially-minded universities 
and the communities in which they are based.

Overall annual rent increases vs Retail Prices 
Index vs housing rental prices , 
2011/12 - 2021/22
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"We benchmark our rents with our 
closest competitors” 

With inflation often setting the floor, PBSA 
rent-setting is then often supplemented 
by what can be termed “the benchmarking 
arms-race”. Even where operating costs have 
not increased, PBSA providers will survey 
their “competitors” and peg rent-increases 
to their decisions. This is argued for on 
the basis of “market forces” and that their 
accommodation will look “less desirable” if 
rents are set lower than their competitors. 

This is perhaps the most pernicious of 
drivers behind rent-setting. In many cases, 
PBSA providers arbitrarily choose their 
“competitors” despite differences in 
their location, accommodation offering, 
strategies or student demographic. As a 
result, benchmarking rents leaves no room 
for objective analysis on the costs to either 
landlord or tenant at a local level.

SUs should:

1. Ask on what basis such competitors 
have been chosen and what data 
is being utilised to underpin the 
comparisons

2. Ask why it matters to students, 
that rent is 'x' elsewhere

“Look, our rooms are no more 
expensive than their’s”

PBSA providers also usually benchmark their 
rents by room-style (e.g. “standard en-suite”) 
and based on partial data (given the lack of 
transparent information-sharing between 
them in the sector). 

What is most problematic in this approach is 
that the portfolio of rents that are on offer 
in total are not benchmarked. For example, 
whilst University X may benchmark their 
“standard en-suite” with University Y, they will 
often not take into account that University 
Y also offers 1000 non en-suite rooms that 
make their portfolio offering as a whole much 
more affordable.

SUs should:

1. Argue for benchmarking to only 
be utilised alongside objective local 
analysis

2. Seek to benchmark mean 
average rents against other similar 
institutions 

3. Seek to benchmark what 
percentage of rooms are available at 
an “affordable” rent

“There is no viable definition of 
affordable rent for students”

Students are a diverse demographic with 
varying access to income streams and 
differing demands on their expenditure. As a 
result, it can be difficult to conclude a totally 
final definition of what a universal affordable 
student rent is. 

As a result, in recent years, landlords have 
either abandoned entirely or misappropriated 
the concept of affordability in PBSA to mean 
that the rent is less than the “market rate” 
or that low rents correspond directly to low-
quality housing. These are false definitions 
and we must return to more objective 
measures that centre the tenant. 

The most commonly deployed definition of 
housing affordability is simply the cost of 
rent as a proportion of someone’s income. 
Whilst the level at which this ratio is set varies, 
it is often within a similar ballpark that Shelter 
have summarised as 35%. Using ratios means 
that rents can vary to take into account 
the diverse income experiences of student 
tenants.

There is a wealth of academic and political 
literature and practical approaches and 
tactics on housing affordability than can be 
reviewed and utilised by PBSA providers. 

Much of this literature is borne from the social 
housing sector. The Scottish Government 
carried out an extremely useful literature 
review into this subject to aid in developing 
various approaches.

NUS built on this literature to create a 
definition of affordability for PBSA in England, 
(25% bed spaces available at 50% of the 
highest possible student maintenance loan 
available). This can be a useful starting point 
for SUs and is elaborated upon in an appendix 
in this document.

SUs should:

1. Explore how current rents compare 
to various affordability definitions

2. Explore how appropriate data 
can be gathered to inform the 
deployment or elaboration of a 
definition
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"Reducing rents is nothing but a 
financial strain on us”

In many cases, universities will already be 
indirectly subsidising high PBSA through 
a variety of means. This could be through 
providing hardship funding to students in 
PBSA, or the operational resource deployed 
managing issues like rent arrears or the 
increased issues with student mental health 
as a result of student poverty.

SUs should:

1. Highlight that these costs 
and bureaucracy can, in some 
circumstances, be reduced if PBSA 
rent is made more affordable. 

“Our rents don’t impact on student 
access and participation”

Access and Participation teams are rarely 
currently involved in housing discussions in 
universities, so such assertions are often 
unfounded. There are also a variety of studies 
showing that commuter students have lower 
degree outcomes than students living away 
from home, and are disproportionately from 
lower-participation demographics. A leading 
reason that students decide to “commute” 
is because of the cost of living away from 
their primary residence. Furthermore, financial 
pressures on those who do live in PBSA 
clearly impact on their education and 
wider welfare.

SUs should:

1. Explore how current rents compare 
to various affordability definitions

2. Explore how appropriate data 
can be gathered to inform the 
deployment or elaboration of a 
definition

3. In England, SUs could offer to 
write more supportive statements 
for Access and Participation Plans 
in exchange for an improvement to 
PBSA affordability.

Ready to get going?
Putting data at 
the heart of 
your campaign. 

To be able to make any of these 
arguments effectively, gathering 
the right data and utilising it in the 
right way will be essential. NUS has 
a webinar which deep-dives into 
how to gather this data and how to 
utilise it in campaigning and 
influencing effectively
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NUS has for many years argued that 50% of 
the maximum maintenance loan is a broadly 
‘affordable’ PBSA rent. This definition was 
created through NUS policy and conference 
workshops several years ago. In turn, it was 
an idea based on the widely-held assertion 
in the housing sector that 35% of income 
being spent on housing is the definition of 
affordable.  NUS refined this for students in 
PBSA for a number of reasons:

1. The maintenance loan is the only 
guaranteed source of income for students 
and so other income streams should not be 
relied on to set rents.

2. The vast majority of English students 
who live in PBSA are undergraduates so 
undergraduate maintenance loans are a good 
starting point.

3. International students live in PBSA 
extensively, however they are already subject 
to financial viability controls under their visa, 
and so affordability is defined separately. 

4. Students do not pay utility bills or council 
tax in PBSA which NUS roughly calculated 
would take up a further 15% of income. It 
is also the case that PBSA is a form of 
“supported housing” and there are benefits 
to it over the wider PRS (e.g. it often includes 
insurance, access to better pastoral support 
etc.) which contribute to higher costs. 

5. Whilst only a minority of students receive 
the maximum loan amount, it is those most 
disadvantaged students who do. Setting 
a definition of ‘affordable’ based solely on 
what those students receive without any 
additional income streams protects those 
students the most. 

Of course, there are major caveats to 
the definition:

1. Maintenance loans are a debt not an 
income stream as such. 

2. The maintenance loan amounts 
themselves are somewhat arbitrary 
and too low

Appendix 1: Understanding the 
NUS PBSA Affordability Definition 
(England)

3. Postgraduate and international students do 
not receive the maintenance loan and they 
also can struggle with housing costs. 

4. Students’ wider essential expenditures and 
income streams vary widely from student to 
student and university. 

NUS is currently campaigning for the return of 
student maintenance grants and an uprating 
of the package by current inflation. 

Despite its limitations, NUS has successfully 
embedded this definition in a number of 
reports, universities, private sector PBSA 
providers and local government so it does 
now have some level of sector-buy in. As yet, 
there has not been a convincing alternative 
definition produced.

Whether this percentage is reached by a 
PBSA provider boosting student incomes or 
reducing rent (or a combination) is up to 
the institution.
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In recent years, NUS raised the issue with 
the UNIPOL Code of Standards for PBSA 
that disabled students who needed rooms 
adapted to their access needs were often 
shut-out of the cheapest accommodation 
options available (their rooms often needed 
to be bigger, placed closer to campuses, were 
in newer developments or had to be en-suite/
studios etc.). As a result, disabled students 
were effectively being forced to pay an 
accommodation premium compared to non-
disabled students. 

To address this, the Code now requires that 
all disabled students in private sector PBSA, 
regardless of what room they have, will always 
pay the most affordable PBSA rent in their 
local authority area, saving them hundreds or 
even thousands of pounds. 
The new clause reads: 

“Charges for rooms that have been designed 
and significantly adapted for students with 
mobility/physical impairment should not 
exceed the lowest room rate available in the 
Member’s portfolio within the relevant local 

authority area, as there is evidence that these 
students have significantly higher living costs”

More information can be found in the 
Code here.

This approach has not yet been extended 
into the university sector by regulation. SUs 
can campaign for universities to enact this 
policy voluntarily to improve affordability.

Appendix 2:  
Disabled students’ rents
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