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Foreword

This is not a traditional Federation document. It isn’t about what others should do to improve 
the operating environment for housing associations. It’s about what we can do, must do, to 
make the future better than the present. It’s about what we can do to help solve the housing 
crisis in the country. It’s about what housing associations large and small can do to build 
homes and communities. 

We are not relying on others to play a part – though that would help. It is about what we can do 
ourselves. 

That’s why, in 2013, we began to explore what our world could look like in 20 years’ time, by 
sharing ideas at lively debates and sparking discussion through challenging blogs. Emerging 
from these discussions is the confidence that our work over the next 20 years can make even 
more of a lasting and significant impact on people’s lives than it did over the previous 20. 

And at its heart this vision for the future says we can change much, just by changing our 
minds. We are independent social enterprises – the best, longest established, social 
enterprises in the country. We create profit for a purpose and re-invest that for social good. We 
don’t need permission to do that. We can just do it. 

We have called this vision ‘An ambition to deliver – housing associations unbounded’ and 
envisage by 2033 housing associations owning and managing more than double the number 
of homes we do currently, being in control of our own rents, deciding who lives in our homes 
and selling a greater number of homes too. We believe this will transform our reach and 
reputation.  

We need also to banish complacency, precisely because we have such strong social purpose. 
Good isn’t good enough. We have an imperative to drive efficiencies through our businesses 
knowing that every pound saved is a pound invested in someone’s home, neighbourhood or 
service. And we need as individual businesses to be transparent about what our objectives are 
and how we’ll achieve them.  

We are optimistic about the future and looking forward to embracing the opportunities and 
challenges ahead. This vision is just the start of a conversation. Many housing associations 
have already signed up to achieving it. Read it with just one question in mind: Will you? 

David Orr
Chief Executive
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We want this to be a universally accepted 
truth in 2033. Not just for those most in need 
– although that will remain central to our 
offer – but homes for all parts of the market, 
for people of all incomes, backgrounds and 
needs.
 
And it won’t just be about bricks and mortar 
– housing associations will be at the heart of 
their communities, empowering our residents 
to create thriving resilient communities 
and collectively delivering a wide range of 
services for an increasingly diverse customer 
base.

Housing associations already provide two 
and a half million homes for more than five 
million people and invest in a vast range of 
neighbourhood projects that support and 
create strong vibrant communities. There is 
already enormous strength and diversity in 
the housing association sector but there is 
also great potential and ambition to do much 
more. 

Over the next 20 years, our contribution 
will be critical in helping this country meet 
the challenges of demographic changes, 
population growth, continued austerity and 
the failure of successive governments to 
address undersupply. 

Building on the strengths of our diversity, 
independence and capacity, we can break out 
of narrowly confined thinking determined by 
short-term political cycles and choose our 
own direction. By 2033, housing associations 
will be widely recognised as:

• social enterprises: independent private 
bodies that exist for social good

• building, maintaining and managing good 
quality homes across all tenures

• investing in economically and socially 
healthy and resilient communities

We must exploit the full opportunities of 
operating as social enterprises and respond 
positively to the challenges and the moral 
imperative of helping to address the housing 
and societal crisis of the next 20 years. We 
will:

• continue to drive up quality and service 
standards, improve efficiency and value 
for money and drive down costs 

• respond to the full range of local housing 
need, deliver a tailored offer which meets 
the social mission of individual businesses 
and safeguards long-term viability 
 

“If you want a great place to live, come to a housing 
association”

Summary
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• stretch government investment and 
access a wider pool of private finance and 
investment opportunities 

• increase the sector’s total contribution to 
housing supply and unlock under-used 
capacity in new, innovative ways 

• maintain and regenerate the homes we 
own to provide good quality housing where 
people want to live 

• continue to strengthen governance and 
leadership based on clearly articulated 
values and principles.

There are also steps Government can take to 
free up housing associations so we can realise 
our full potential:

• Give us control over our rents and who we 
house so we can provide the right homes at 
the right price for a range of tenants.  

• Make more public land available for 
affordable housing. 

• Release local authorities’ development 
capacity and transfer housing assets into 
bodies who could borrow money to support 
the development of new affordable homes.  

• Ensure the planning system encourages 
sustainable housing growth and supports 
the development of economically and 
socially strong places

And rebalance public funding in affordable 
housing towards capital investment as more 
cost-effective and better value for money for 
taxpayers. 

But this is not a political problem that will be 
solved with a change of government or policy. 
There is much we can do ourselves and the 
drive for real change must come from our own 
sector. 

And with this commitment to change by 2033, 
we can:

• house over 12 million people, nearly 1 in 5 
people in England in good quality homes of 
all types and tenure, more than doubling 
the number of homes we currently own 
and manage, continuing to provide for low 
income families that are not served by the 
housing market where they live 

• significantly increase the homes we build 
for market rent and sale, housing nearly 
10% of those housed in market-rented 
accommodation, broadening our housing 
offer and helping people achieve their 
housing aspirations.  

• take the lead in transforming communities, 
providing access to opportunities and 
services, and empowering tenants, 
residents and customers to build and 
shape their own environment. 
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Housing associations are extremely effective 
social enterprises, providing two and a half 
million homes for more than five million 
people. We are not part of the public sector 
but neither are we driven by the need to 
return profit to shareholders. We exist for the 
communities and residents we serve and in 
the best interests of the public. Each year we 
invest in a diverse range of neighbourhood 
projects that help create strong, vibrant 
communities. Yet our story is not widely 
known and there remains huge potential, 
ambition – and an ever-growing need for us 
to do more. 

Housing remains a highly charged political 
issue and there are indications it is rising up 
the political agenda, but many people hold 
the view that the state should play a limited 
role in assisting people to meet their housing 
aspirations1. Indeed many people continue to 
oppose new homes being built in their local 
area. There is much evidence to demonstrate 
a current lack of understanding in the 
Government and the public about housing 
associations, our role, purpose and who 
we house 2. The perception and desirability 
of social housing has also declined during 
the last forty years and too often housing 
associations are seen as part of the problem. 
In the past these misconceptions have 
created barriers to us reaching our full 
potential. 

1  NatCen Social Research (2013), British social attitudes survey 
2013 Edition: http://www.bsa-30.natcen.ac.uk/
2 Social Market Foundation (2013), The politics of housing 
http://www.hothouse.org.uk/politicsofhousing

Yet we have shown that we can readily adapt 
to a rapidly evolving operating environment, 
particularly in the years following the 
financial crisis of 2008, and have continued 
to deliver for residents and communities 
and for government. The next 20 years 
are likely to be even more challenging 
than the last, with continuing pressure on 
government and public spending, wage 
growth and an expanding and increasingly 
diverse population. So we cannot stand still 
or be complacent if we are to reach our full 
potential over the next 20 years to help meet 
the challenges of the 21st century.  

The challenges ahead

The availability and affordability of housing 
across many parts of the country has reached 
crisis point and by 2033, the pressures on 
housing could be even more acute. 

• The housing market is not efficient, 
with a long-term unresponsive market 
preventing the delivery of enough homes 
to meet housing need in many parts of 
England.  

• Current estimates show 250,000 new 
homes are needed in England each year 
to keep up with demand, but housing 
completions are not expected to reach 
200,000 until after 20213  and there is 
already a backlog of undersupply.

3 Cambridge Centre for Housing and Planning Research (2013), 
Estimates of future demand and need in England to 2026 based on 
the 2008 demography

Towards the vision
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• Rising house prices and interest rates 
coupled with subdued wage growth will 
significantly increase the number of 
people needing housing before they buy, 
if they ever can. Unless we significantly 
address the undersupply problem, based 
on current trends, the affordability gap of 
owning and renting will get worse: 

• Average house prices in England will 
be more than 13 times the average 
salary in 2030, up from 11 times in 
2013 4. Low-earning young people 
would have to spend 16 times their 
average wage to buy a home in 20335. 

• Low income people over 60 would 
have to spend 23 times their income 
to buy a house6.

• In London, the average house price 
will be 20 times the average salary by 
20307. 

• The number of young adults (aged 
18–30) living with owner-occupier 
parents is expected to rise by 550,000 
to 3.7 million by 20208. 

• In 2020 market rents are expected 
to be 39% higher than today, in 2033 
they could be 100% higher. Salaries 
are expected to increase by less than 
50% over the next ten years 9.

 
 

4 Oxford Economics (2013), Home Truths 2013/14: The housing 
market in England
5 Calculations by the National Housing Federation (2013)
6 Calculations by the National Housing Federation (2013)
7 Oxford Economics (2013), Home Truths 2013/14: The housing 
market in England
8 Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2012), Housing options and solu-
tions for young people in 2020 www.jrf.org.uk
9 Oxford Economics (2013), Home Truths 2013/14: The housing 
market in England

• Government capital investment in 
affordable housing fell by 63% in 
2010 and flat-lined in the most recent 
Comprehensive Spending Review. Fiscal 
projections mean that the environment is 
likely to remain challenging.

However, the challenges are not limited to 
housing:

• The population is changing and 
diversifying. By 2030, 1 in 6 people in 
England will be aged 70 or over – a 54% 
increase from 2011 to 203010 . We also 
are experiencing the second baby boom 
in 30 years – live births increased by 23% 
between 2001 and 2012, a growing number 
from women born outside of the UK11 .  

• More than eight million live births took 
place between 2001 and 2012. By 2033 12, 
all of these young men and women will be 
looking for work and homes of their own. 
This will put a massive strain on an already 
beleaguered English housing market 
and without a significant increase in new 
supply, overcrowding and homelessness 
will worsen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

10 ONS (2011), National Population Projections – 2010-based pro-
jections www.ons.gov.uk
11 ONS (2013). Live Births in England and Wales by Characteristics 
of Mother 1, 2012 www.ons.gov.uk
12  ONS (2013), Births in England and Wales by Characteristics of 
Birth 2, 2012 www.ons.gov.uk
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• By 2033, 1 in 5 households will be single 
person. On current trends, there will be 
more than 315,000 multi-family households 
by 2020 – an 11% increase from 201313 .

• Local authority income is expected to 
decrease by 15% from 2010/11 to 2019/20. 
Many essential community services are 
being reduced or cut altogether and there 
is pressure on housing associations to fill 
some of the gaps 14.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13 ONS (2013) Families and Households www.ons.gov.uk (Projections 
on multi-family households from the National Housing Federation 
based on these figures).
14 Local Government Association (2013), Future funding outlook for 
councils from 2010/11 to 2019/20 www.local.gov.uk

• To keep pace with the expected 
demographic and cost pressures, public 
expenditure on health and social care for 
older people may have to rise to £12.7bn 
in real terms by 2022 (an increase of 37% 
from £9.3bn in 2010)15 . 

15  Nuffield Trust with PSSRU at the London School of Econom-
ics (LSE), Care for older people – Projected expenditure to 2022 on 
social care and continuing health care for England’s older population, 
December 2012
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Housing associations are independent private 
bodies that exist for social good.  
We are dynamic social enterprises that 
generate and reinvest profit to meet our social 
purpose. The assets of housing associations 
are held in trust to deliver that social purpose. 
The boards of housing associations protect the 
reputation and ensure the long-term viability 
of their organisations. 

Housing associations build and manage 
homes across all tenures and for all income 
groups.  
We have a particular focus on housing the 
vulnerable and those in greatest housing need, 
but also work to help address the challenges 
across all parts of the housing market. We 
provide supported and specialist housing and 
a whole range of other services to vulnerable 
client groups who may have been excluded by 
traditional services.

Housing associations have a long-term 
commitment to people and places. 
We invest in our homes, neighbourhoods, and 
purposeful community projects and initiatives 
that provide a strong sense of place, and grow 
and sustain shared assets and ensure our 
communities are economically and socially 
healthy and resilient.

Developing new homes and investing in local 
communities and neighbourhood activities 
means housing associations help drive 
sustainable economic growth and rebalance 
the economy. We employ more than 155,000 
people and the economic impact of housing 
associations is worth £13.9bn a year to 
England’s economy. Between 2011 and 2015, 
we will build over 170,000 new affordable 
homes, generating almost £18.4bn in the 
economy and supporting over 390,000 jobs16 .

Using our strong links with local communities, 
housing associations work with local 
authorities and other community organisations 
to help strengthen civic leadership, respond 
to the changing housing needs of a new and 
more diverse population and build resilient 
communities. Many of the activities housing 
associations undertake, for example providing 
access to opportunities, reducing vulnerability 
and helping to deliver diverse local 
economies, are key characteristics of resilient 
communities. 

16 Estimates using CEBR’s (2013) Economic impact database of af-
fordable housing and day-to-day operations of housing associations.

The solution
Housing associations are uniquely placed to be a key 
part of the solution to the challenges that lie ahead. 
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The strength of the sector is in its diversity 
and ambition. Housing associations are 
already making different choices about the 
direction they want to take in the future. Some 
will focus exclusively on their traditional 
core role, providing housing for the poor and 
vulnerable. Others will increasingly deliver 
more commercial options, such as market 
rent and student housing. As aspiration for 
home ownership continues to dominate social 
attitudes to housing, the lack of supply means 
growing numbers of people will need to rent 
or be in share equity for longer periods of their 
lives. So we will also become a bigger player in 
the intermediate and market sectors. Growth 
in these areas will provide cross-subsidy and 
achieve broader public awareness and political 
support.   

Many housing associations already deliver a 
variety of other services, including care and 
support, employment training and support, 
health and well-being services and financial 
services and will focus more on this in the 
future. We believe the sector will be even more 
diverse in the future, meaning our collective 
offer will be broader and more ambitious in 20 
years. This increasing diversity will continue 
to be strongly mission-driven and will be held 
together by a strong shared sense of social 
purpose. 
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With a commitment to drive real change from 
within our own sector, alongside Government 
support to improve the operating environment, 
we believe that collectively housing 
associations could deliver the ambitions 
detailed here.

By 2033 housing associations could own or 
manage nearly six million homes, housing 
over 12 million people, nearly one in five in 
England, in different types of homes across 
different tenures, including in new towns and 
communities. This would more than double 
the number of homes we current own and 
manage; adding two and a half million as new 
supply and acquiring over one million existing 
homes from other sources. 

An estimated 250,000 new homes are needed 
each year and long-term trends and current 
estimates suggest that private developers 
will only build 130,000 new homes for sale 
each year. Housing associations, who believe 
in a decent home for everyone, could, with 
additional freedoms, capacity and public 
investment, build the remaining 120,000 
homes required.

Housing associations can develop a wide range 
of homes for rent and sale, providing a greater 
range of homes for different people at different 
price points in different markets wherever 
there is housing need. Collectively, we could 
build one home for market rent or sale for 
every two affordable homes. 

That would mean 80,000 affordable homes 
and 40,000 homes for market rent or sale 
each year. Housing associations, with public 
investment, will build the majority of the 
80,000 affordable homes required, providing 
vital homes for those in the greatest housing 
need. However, collectively we will also build 
far more homes for market rent and sale than 
in the past. By 2033 housing associations have 
the potential to ramp up delivery of homes for 
market rent and sale to 40,000 homes a year, 
so that by 2033 nearly 10% of those housed 
in market rented accommodation will be in 
housing association properties.   

The sector’s annual turnover could increase 
fivefold to over £70bn from £14bn in 2012 over 
the next 20 years. 

Our ambitions for 2033
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• partnerships with the NHS Trusts and 
GPs to provide outreach health care that 
prevents or reduces the pressure on acute 
or institutional care 

• working with local authorities to re-design 
local care services around the home to 
focus to maximise independence and well-
being for people who need care   

• providing specialist support services 
to vulnerable people with multiple or 
complex needs to help people failed by 
traditional public services to build capacity 
and skills to live independently   

• delivering Government programmes for 
supporting people without jobs into work, 
helping make work pay  
 

• investing in schools, helping improve 
educational achievement, employment 
prospects and life chances  

• rehabilitation and resettlement of 
offenders, helping to reduce reoffending 
and ease pressures on prisons 

Together housing associations can diversify, widening and strengthening the services provided, 
delivering core services for communities through our successful, dynamic and well-established 
social enterprise approach:
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Realising this shared vision demands change. Many housing associations feel they are 
currently constrained from being as ambitious and effective as possible by Government 
policy. There is no doubt that freeing up housing associations from some of the current 
constraints will help, but more importantly, we, as housing associations, should take the 
lead. There are steps we can take, along with Government, to ensure we can significantly 
increase our contribution to the housing market, helping to address issues of quality, under-
supply and affordability, and have an even greater impact on wider society. But there is 
much we can do alone.

Operating as social enterprises, housing associations will be efficient, effective and 
entrepreneurial. We must exploit each opportunity, capitalise on every advantage and take 
control of our own futures. It is our moral obligation to be as business-like as we can, to 
maximise the profits to reinvest for the benefit of our tenants and customers, and for wider 
social good. 

Expanding our housing offer

Housing associations will commit to providing homes of all tenures for different people, 
including meeting the needs of the growing number of aspirational, low-to-middle income 
working households through mainstreaming shared ownership and shared equity. 

To aid this, government should give housing associations control over our own rents and 
who we house. We will maximise the effectiveness of this freedom with a tailored offer 
that promotes affordability and our social purpose, but does not undermine our long-term 
viability. 

Together, government and housing associations should deliver on the rhetoric of market 
rent to make it a reality. Housing associations will take a strategic approach to scale 
up delivery of market rent and make a commitment to minimum tenancy, quality and 
affordability standard. Government should introduce a separate use class to facilitate better 
long-term planning.

Achieving our ambitions  
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Maximising funding and capacity

Housing associations will maximise resources to invest in new supply without undermining 
the development of resilient communities. We will decide how to extract best economic 
and social value from our assets, improve value for money and unlock latent, under-used 
capacity in new, innovative ways.

To ensure support for affordable housing delivery is sustainable and cost-effective in the 
long-term, government should increase capital investment to a level that protects housing 
association capacity and maximises development ambitions. Government investment should 
be used in a more strategic and efficient way by streamlining support into a single, outcome-
focused fund.

Housing associations will stretch government funding by identifying and accessing a wider 
pool of private finance and investment opportunities, in particular aligning with the interests 
of pension funds.

Government should incentivise affordable house building for local authorities by allowing 
them to earn back a proportion of housing or other benefit savings derived from the 
provision of affordable housing. 

To release local authorities’ development capacity, the Government should transfer housing 
assets into separate bodies, who could then borrow against the income stream to support 
the development of new affordable homes.

Releasing land and planning

The Government, local authorities and housing associations should work together to ensure 
new housing is planned for and delivered to meet long-term housing need and to contribute 
to local economic growth.

To make more public land available for affordable housing delivery, the Government should: 

• ensure the definition of best value considers the wider economic, social and public 
benefit of delivering new homes, rather than simply giving it to the highest bidder

• Integrate future investment programmes with public land disposal powers.
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The Government should explore ways of limiting the amount and time consented land can be 
held, including streamlined planning processes and fiscal penalties, to ensure this does not stifle 
new development.

The Government should depoliticise the planning system, allowing decisions to be made with 
the presumption of consent, so that sustainable housing growth can be encouraged and the 
development of economically and socially strong places supported.

Trust, clarity and transparency

Housing associations will continue to strengthen governance and leadership, be clear about 
structures and operating models, and build wider partnerships, so we are equipped to make 
a more effective contribution to the housing market. Geographically diverse, medium-sized 
housing associations will need to demonstrate their continued relevance and unique offer. 

We will continue to drive up quality and service standards, improve efficiency and value for mon-
ey and drive down costs. 

As public spending, particularly on welfare, is squeezed further, we will need to work hard on 
anti-poverty and employment support strategies.

To provide high quality, desirable housing where people want to live, we will continue to take a 
strategic view of investing in the improvement and regeneration of our homes and neighbour-
hoods.

To allow housing associations to be more effective and ambitious in their offer, the regulatory 
framework needs to continue protecting public investment in social housing, whilst accurately 
reflecting the level of government’s ongoing support.



A number of organisations have already signed up to endorse* making this vision a reality. But 
we want the whole sector to support it.

To confirm your support, visit www.hothouse.org.uk/wesupport and add your name and 
organisation to the comments section. Alternatively, please tweet @hothouse2033 to say you 
endorse it.

We’ve provided a badge you can add to your website if you want to or you can use it on Twitter to 
show your support there.

Sign up to achieve  
‘An ambition to deliver’

*By endorsing ‘An ambition to deliver’ 
organisations are supporting the overall 
vision for the sectoor - individual 
organisations will not necessarily do 
all of the activities mentioned, but will 
deliver products and services that meet 
with their own social purposes.

HotHouse 
www.hothouse.org.uk
@hothouse2033

National Housing Federation
Lion Court
25 Procter Street
London
WC1V 6NY
www.housing.org.uk 


