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We suggest that there is doubt over the efficacy of shared 
ownership as a solution to the affordable housing problem.

The economic downturn, coupled with the Government’s  
growth agenda, has set up the conditions for increasing pressure 
on local authorities to grant planning permissions, on developers 
to deliver housing units, and on both to be flexible over Section 
106 requirements. At the same time, homebuyers are facing 
difficulties in accessing credit and raising deposits for houses, 
and yet demand for housing is high and supply is sluggish. 
Consequently policy-makers are looking at every conceivable 
means to deliver housing and to ensure that some of this new 
housing is, in some sense at least, ‘affordable’.

Much has been written on this situation and on housing need. 
This research project focuses on how shared ownership (SO) 
housing is being viewed and used as a mechanism to bridge the 
gap in affordable housing provision. We draw on findings derived 
from an analysis of a large number of SO units over the period 
2000-2010. Our analysis paints a picture of a rather dysfunctional 
mechanism that may not fulfil the role claimed for it, and which 
appears especially difficult to justify when alternatives such as 
public sector housing or Community Trusts are available. We 
present the arguments and the evidence, such as it is, to  
highlight that the SO tenure may not be socially progressive,  
as is frequently assumed in policy-making circles.

Planners in England are routinely faced with negotiations over 
affordable housing provision and the challenge of navigating 
the process and co-constructing the content of Section106 
agreements. Developers will argue about viability and the impact 
of affordable housing on the asking price of full market housing 
in their development schemes, and may seek to drive down 
the percentage of affordable housing to be delivered, as well as 
to vary the size, tenure and distribution of such housing units. 
SO units are one such possible variation. While the theoretical 
premise of SO tenures appears sound, the delivery of this type  
of ‘affordable’ housing should not be viewed as unproblematic  
in practice.

A comparison of house prices and earnings reveals that 
affordability problem is particularly pervasive in Greater London 
and the South East region. In addition to the general affordability 
issue and any geographical dimension, there is the phenomenon 
of falling home-ownership rates among younger households 
since the early 1990s. This has been paralleled by an increase in 
private renting among young households: in the period 1975-
2003 private renting among under-25s increased from 38% to  
47% and among 25-29 year olds from 15% to 26%. 

A number of other countries have also used intermediate housing 
market schemes to address a variety of housing issues. There 
are two main types of alternative tenure: schemes primarily 
promoting home ownership (for example, the HomeBuy scheme 
in England and Starterslening in the Netherlands), through 
temporary tenures with the objective of encouraging users to 
become full home-owners; and schemes designed as subsidised 
rental accommodation, with a bundle of rights and duties with 
respect to both renting and owning, for example the ‘Right of 
Occupancy’ scheme in Finland. Overall, both these types of 
scheme stem from severe affordability problems.

It is useful to briefly rehearse the arguments for and against  
SO in order to make more transparent how this tenure should be 
judged and applied in practice.

Arguments for shared ownership
The three main arguments in defence of SO, all of which are 
pragmatic:

• Opening up a route to full home-ownership via ‘staircasing’ 

• Getting the housing market moving 

• ‘Better than nothing’ 

Arguments against shared ownership
We highlight five points that together make for a rather strong 
case against SO provision. In summary, these are:

• Lack of evidence 

• The tyranny of private ownership 

• A part-owning trap 

• More expensive overall 

• Obscures a wider problem

Notwithstanding the above, there are other reasons for giving 
greater attention to the impact and operation of SO schemes. 
Our knowledge and understanding of the SO market and of 
owners within it is incomplete, given that much of the policy 
formulation and extension on this topic area was undertaken 
during a housing boom in Western countries. SO policies were 
predicated on (shared-) owners gaining value uplift on the equity, 
which could then be liquidated and used as a deposit for a fully-
owned property. However, there are some relatively unexplored 
issues that need to be investigated further. For example, it is clear 
that our understanding of buyer behaviour is incomplete and 



woefully under-researched. Not enough is known about  
different schemes and their performance in serving consumers’ 
interests and in ensuring that we have balanced housing stock 
that is affordable for a range of incomes.

We also need to better understand the preferences of various 
income groups. It appears that in England a significant portion  
of SO units have been bought by groups in income and age bands 
which we would not otherwise expect to be in the greatest need 
of such schemes. This raises questions about whether the designs 
of SO schemes are properly targeted and about how various key 
groups (for example key workers or single-parent families) may 
have been prioritised in particular schemes. Furthermore, even 
the limited understanding that we have has been somewhat 
overtaken by changing circumstances and conditions, which 
further cloud our ability to assess the performance of the  
SO model.

Unless there is clear empirical evidence about the actions 
and attitudes of SO buyers, the debate cannot be effectively 
moved on. At present the evidence indicates that SO is a rather 
dysfunctional mechanism that may not be justifiable when 
alternatives, such as public sector housing, are available. While 
it is arguable that theoretical underpinnings may justify such 
intermediate housing tenures, the empirical evidence and the 
behaviour of end-users seem to suggest significant doubt over 
the efficacy of SO and a lack of knowledge on which to base 
future practice.

In our view planners need to understand the implications of 
SO and argue the case for truly affordable housing. The key 
gaps in our understanding need to be addressed when devising 
public policy tools to address affordability issues. We therefore 
urge local authority planners to be wary of accepting SO units 
uncritically when negotiating over the affordable housing 
component of proposed development schemes. Research outputs of this work have been published in following 
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