Strategic Housing Market Assessment: Practice Guidance.

The requirement for robust and creditable assessments of housing needs and housing market projections has been evident for some time now. The requirement for detailed evidence to inform housing policies and strategies is one of the main drivers in producing a greater understanding of the housing market. With a range of different methodologies available the ability to compare neighbouring authorities or track differences over time has become very difficult. This was especially the case given the reliance on the use of survey data, which can only capture information at one point in time and can often be very expensive over large spatial areas, resulting in the ability to undertake such studies regularly more complicated.

The new guidance published last month from Communities and Local Government (CLG) ‘Strategic Housing Market Assessments: Practice Guidance’ (SHMA) recognised the complex nature of these assessments and highlights that 

‘…strategic housing market assessments will not provide definitive estimates of housing need, demand and market conditions’.  

Indeed they should be seen as a tool to develop planning and housing policies, both locally and at a wider sub-regional and regional level.

The guidance also states that any findings of the study must take into consideration the opportunities and constraints that exist with the study areas to ensure that the SHMA is only one of the factors that need to be analysed to determine future housing provision figures and the mix of housing type and size to be developed.

The document makes it clear that the assessment should be used as an inspection of current housing market trends and an estimation of future housing markets. It states that 

‘…it is important to recognise that the assessment is primarily an analytical examination of current and future housing market conditions rather than a policy appraisal. Policy development and options appraisal are separate activities to strategic housing market assessments.’

It has well documented that housing markets are very volatile and hence assessments need to be easily updatable and monitored regularly. When large-scale residential surveying is undertaken this sometimes limits the ability to monitor the housing market, due to the expense and time-consuming nature of these types of studies.

The new practice guidance highlights the need for more reliance on analysis and interpretation of secondary data, where available and reliable. This should enable wider geographical analysis and assessments that are able to trend changes over time and highlight catalysts of changes in the market. There are a range of different data sources available, but there remains some gaps in terms of internal staff understanding the figures and their significance. 

Notwithstanding this, there will still be the need for some primary data collection for specific topics. This may not necessarily be from residents, but could be information gathered from local estate agents, lettings agents, developers or others familiar with the local housing market. In addition to this, there will also be the need to assess specific cohorts’ housing requirements and how recent legislation or changes in policy have impacted on their housing requirements.

Specific groups could include private renters, students, vulnerable groups or members of the BME community. To enable a detailed assessment of these residents, support and accommodation providers who deal with them should be included within the study. Qualitative information would also add context to any secondary data on this group, although this may need to be undertaken as a separate exercise. 

The data utilised within these assessments needs to not only be commented on but also the requirement for a better understanding of what this means in terms the whole housing market, or sub-sections of the housing market is required.      

This new guidance points us into a more partnership way of working, not only geographically but also across departments. From this, in conjunction with ‘Identifying sub-regional housing market areas: Advice Note’, published by CLG at the same time as the practice guidance, the importance of identifying housing markets at a wider spatial level and working towards solutions at the wider level is evident.

The call for housing and planning to work more effectively together was evident within the draft practice guidance ‘Housing Land Availability Assessments: Identifying appropriate land for housing development’ which was issued with the draft PPS3 in December 2005. There is new guidance which is currently being prepared due out during the summer, but the main aim of these land availability assessments is to identify and assess the likely level of housing that could be provided if unimplemented planning permissions were brought into development. This will only identify land and

‘…will not make judgements about whether this is developable or not and whether it forms part of the 5 year supply. The assessments will be part of the evidence base of the plan…’ 

Local Authorities are required to utilise both of these assessments to ensure that a better understanding of the housing market is acknowledged and also how any unmet needs will be meet within the land that is currently available and will best fulfil the requirements of the entire community in developing mixed and balanced neighbourhoods.  

The purpose of the housing market assessment guidance will enable Local Authorities to monitor and update their housing market and housing needs knowledge more frequently; ensure more effective understanding of interacting housing indicators; allow Local Authorities and their partners to work together at a common level and agree prioritises and recommendations for specific cohorts within the housing market, and more efficiency savings through pooling resources and reducing both cost of fieldwork but also cost of external consultants, as more in-house staff are trained to manage the process.

The Northern Housing Consortium (NHC) welcomes this new guidance and its recommendations; we have recognised for some time the difficulties and discrepancies in using a survey based model and have utilised a method of triangulation, which is also suggested as an effective method within the new guidance. This has included not solely relying on survey based analysis but also interpretation of secondary local and wider data and qualitative information from focus groups or semi-structured interviews of local stakeholders. Our knowledge of housing markets has been dramatically advanced by utilising this method.

The NHC provides a range of different of services to members in relationship to understanding their housing needs and housing markets. This includes regular regional analysis, assistance to enable studies and understanding to be undertaken in-house as well as undertaking full comprehensive housing market assessments and housing need analysis.

This guidance takes this methodology even further and the use of secondary data and time-series trend analysis is seen as underpinning the vast majority of the assessment. The NHC have recently developed a relationship with Hometrack, a web-based provider of a wider range of housing and housing-related data with a range of associated analytical tools. This partnership will enable the NHC to provide members with more detailed quarterly regional summaries of market changes, which individual members need to consider along with their own local analysis and intelligence. As this partnership grows the NHC and Hometrack will look to provide more housing market analysis for specific cohorts and produce a range of Northern insights into the ever-changing housing market. 

The NHC will be looking into the development of new services in this area, that will best assist members to fully understand and react to their local and wider housing markets. If you require any further information or you have any suggestions or comments please contact Anna Milner, Research and Intelligence Manager, anna.milner@northern-consortium.org.uk
