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E xe cu ti ve S u m m a r y
Background

A

lthough Lifetime Homes, Lifetime Neighbourhoods
(CLG, 2008), the new national strategy for housing
in an ageing society, has generally been enthusiastically
received, within the Royal Institution for Chartered
Surveyors (RICS) there are some concerns that the
housing needs and preferences of some groups of
older people have received less attention, particularly
those older home-owners who are relatively well, and
living in large family sized homes. The project reported
here was commissioned by the RICS to investigate the
‘new’ demographic group of older home-owners living
in larger homes, and in good health, and to explore their
attitudes and preferences for housing in later life. Both
new and existing sources of data were used to address
the topics of interest.
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Demographics

T

he number of households aged 65 and over in 2006
in England is estimated at just under 5.6 million, of
whom 42% were married couples, and 49% men and
women living alone (34% widows and widowers, 15%
divorced, separated, and single men and women).
Between 2006 and 2026 members of the so-called
“bulge” in births in 1946, 1947, and 1948 will enter the
population aged 65 and over, and so will those born in
the first five years of the “baby boom”. The effect of the
increase in the number of men and women entering
the population aged 65 and over is reinforced by the
reduction in the numbers leaving it as death rates fall.
As deaths occur at higher and higher ages, the numbers
of deaths and hence exits from the population aged 65
and over decline. A consequence of the faster increase
in the population aged 65 and over will be a rise in the
proportion of divorced and single men and women
living alone. The number of households aged 65 and
over is projected to increase by 2.3 million between
2006 and 2026. This is more than one-half of the
projected increase in households of all ages, and would
result in the highest ever proportion of households in
England being aged 65 and over.

		

Because relatively few couple households in their 50s
and 60s move between tenures, the tenure distribution
of couples aged 55-59 will be broadly similar to their
tenure at age 65-69 ten years later, and their tenure at
75-79 twenty years later. Tenure proportions in future
years can thus be estimated by “rolling forward” the
base period proportions. In consequence the proportion
of owner-occupiers among married couples aged 75-79 is
likely to be between 3 and 4% higher ten years on,
and at 85 and over between 11 and 12% higher.
Ageing will therefore raise the proportions of older
married couple owner-occupiers; and this increase in
the owner-occupation proportion of couple households
will interact with the increase in the number of older
couple households. There is a strong momentum in
the increase of older owner-occupier households.
At a minimum there will be an increase of about 630,000
owner-occupier couple households aged 65 and over
living in houses with three bedrooms or more, including
160,000 with four bedrooms or more; and an increase
of 145,000 widow and widower one-person households
with 3 or more bedrooms. An increase of between
650,000 and 700,000 divorced and single one-person
households owner-occupiers aged 65 and over is in
prospect between 2006 and 2016. There is not the
information with which to estimate directly the proportion
that will have 3 bedrooms or more. If the proportion
were the same as for widow and widower one-person
households aged 65 and over the figure would be about
300,000. But this is likely to be too high because
divorced and single one-person households aged 65
and over will have been one-person households before
reaching age 65, in contrast to widows and widowers.
All told an increase of 250,000 one-person owneroccupier households aged 65 and over living in family
size homes can be forecast in the 20 years from 2006,
together with over 600,000 couple households.
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E xe cu ti ve S u m m a r y
Housing assets of elderly households

T

he proportion of home-owner households who do not
have a mortgage increases with age. For example,
just over 40% of those aged 50-59 do not have a
mortgage, rising to 72% for those aged 60-64, and
almost 90% of those aged 65 and above. Equity levels
increase with age, reflecting both the capacity over time
of households to pay off their mortgage and trade up
within the housing market. Nationally the level of equity
held by households with a household representative
person aged 60-74 is almost £200,000. There are,
however, considerable regional variations. The highest
average levels of housing equity for those in this age
group are in London (£300,000), while in the northern
regions of England, average levels of housing equity are
a little more than £100,000.
As a consequence of the house price increases of the
last two decades, older home-owner households have
far higher levels of housing equity relative to their
predecessors. Figures published in the UK Housing
Review 2008/9 indicate a total of £2,688M housing
equity for home-owner households with a household
representative aged 60 or over. This equity gain will be
shared by coming cohorts of retired home-owners of
whom the majority entered the housing market before
the post-1996 housing price increases. The house price
falls in the recent months will have tempered but not
fundamentally changed the underlying situation.
Older home-owners may choose to use their housing
equity in a variety of different ways (for example, to
improve housing conditions, pay for care, supplement
income). The two main mechanisms for releasing equity
are trading down in the market, or through financial
mechanisms such as equity release. Recent surveys
(Clery et al, 2007; Smith, 2004) have found that a
substantial minority of home-owners planed to make
some use of their housing equity, but were more likely
to consider trading down in the housing market than
utilising equity release schemes. Trading down, however,
is only a realistic option for those households that live
in larger dwellings or in more expensive locations. Many
older households do, however, live in larger dwellings,
and more than 90% occupy accommodation with at least
one more bedroom than is required according to formal
bedroom standards (although it must be noted this
standard was set down more than 50 years ago), and
59% have accommodation with two or more bedrooms
08

additional to the formal standard. However, in almost all
local housing markets, the price differences between two
and three bedroom properties are not greatly significant,
thus only those living in properties with four or more
bedrooms stand to make significant equity gains by
trading down within the same locality.
With regard to the use of equity release products, figures
suggest that there is very substantial potential for growth
in these schemes to enable older home-owners to
supplement their income.

Older people’s attitudes towards downsizing

T

o explore older home-owners’ attitudes towards
moving in later life, particularly towards downsizing
to smaller properties, four focus groups composed of
people aged between 55 and 87, were convened. A total
of 30 individuals took part. All lived in “family” sized
properties, and the majority enjoyed relatively good
health. The groups were intended to allow insights into
the attitudes of older people towards moving, and in
particular towards downsizing in later life. A number of
themes emerged from the group discussions, highlighting
how older people’s housing and moving decisions are
mediated not just by the type of property where they live,
but also by concerns about neighbours, neighbourhood,
future and current health status, and family relationships.
It was also clear that financial consideration (i.e. the
potential financial benefits to be gained by downsizing)
were not a particularly strong motivation for moving.
Many participants were adamant that they would not
move from their current home under any circumstances.
They liked where they lived, and many were keen to
retain sufficient space to enable younger family members
to stay. Neighbours and neighbourhood were also a
powerful influence on people’s decisions to stay put.
Good neighbours were considered an important asset.
Similarly a safe neighbourhood with good amenities and
transport services was a significant incentive to remain
in the same place. Few people felt that there would be
any real financial benefit to be gained by moving, once
the costs and upheaval of moving were taken into account.
People were also increasingly aware of the different types
of services and assistance available to older people to
enable them to remain in their own homes (for example,
chair lifts, grants to help with the installation of downstairs
toilets and showers).

An examination of the housing needs and supply for an ageing society

There were a small number of participants who were
actively seeking to move. These people usually lived alone,
and were among the oldest participants. Concerns about
current and possible future health problems and the need
to move to a more manageable (rather than cheaper)
property were the main drivers for moving. In terms of
the types of properties people were seeking, bungalows
were often the preferred option, although some female
participants were fearful of sleeping downstairs. Generally
flats were not seen as being particularly desirable.
Specialist retirement housing was not considered to be
a very attractive option, except for those who were very
old or very infirm.

Older people and the housing market

A

number of additional questions were added to the 		
regular survey of its members carried out by the RICS,
with the intention of gaining some measure - albeit fairly
crude - of how older people operate in the housing market.
It would appear that a greater proportion of enquiries
from older people come from those aged 50-65, as
opposed to those aged 65+. Enquiries from people
aged 50 and above appear to account for at least half
of all enquiries in the South East, London, and East
Anglia. While the survey does not give any clear
indication of the size of property that older people are
seeking to purchase, it does seem to suggest that
a high proportion of older vendors are selling houses,
possibly larger homes, and are seeking a range of
alternatives including houses, bungalows and flats.
Of particular interest is the relatively small interest
in specialist retirement housing.

Elderly Accommodation Counsel, and Foundations) that
are already providing services and information to older
people regarding housing choices.
At a more local level, it would seem one area where
RICS and its members could make a considerable
contribution is in the provision of information for older
home-owners, and in assisting them with identifying
properties that would be most suitable as they grow
older. It might be desirable to consider giving an “age
star” or other mark that indicates properties that would
be particularly suitable for older people.
It is our understanding that RICS is broadly supportive
of the agenda set out in Lifetime Homes, Lifetime
Neighbourhoods, and would welcome opportunities
to engage in policy debates around the implications
of demographic change for housing, and take a proactive
role in preparing its members to develop and enhance
the types of services that would be of particular benefit
to older people.

Policy implications

H

ow best to meet the housing needs of an ageing
society is a key policy question. Given the increasing
numbers of older people who are home-owners,
organisations such as the RICS will have an important
role to play in shaping policy and, crucially, in providing
services to assist older people make decisions about their
future housing choices. There are a number of ways in
which the RICS might respond to demographic change.
Firstly, RICS could usefully begin a dialogue with policy
makers within Communities and Local Government around
the ways RICS and its members can work to support the
development of services for older people. This dialogue
could be extended to include other national organisations
(for example, Age Concern, Care and Repair England, the
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01 I n tro d u c ti o n a n d b a ck g ro u n d

E

arly in 2008 the Government published Lifetime 		
Homes, Lifetime Neighbourhoods: A National Strategy
for Housing in an Ageing Society (CLG, 2008), setting out
government plans for addressing the future housing needs
of an ageing population. In line with current evidence
regarding the housing choices and aspirations of older
people (see for example, Croucher, 2008a) the strategy
places an emphasis on strengthening and enhancing
mechanisms to enable older people to remain living in
their own homes well into later life. The strategy has been
well received (see for example, Greengross, 2008, Walker,
2008, Croucher, 2008b), and welcomed as a starting point
for a crucial dialogue around housing need and supply in
ageing society.
Within the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors
(RICS) there have been concerns that current debates
around housing for later life tend to focus on providing
adaptations or on the supply of housing with support,
while the housing needs and preferences of some groups
of older people remain less well understood. Of particular
interest to RICS are those older home-owners who are
still living in large family properties and still enjoying good
health. Questions remain regarding the relative benefits
of remaining in a larger home (and possibly drawing out
equity to support income), compared to the benefits of
downsizing to more modest accommodation. Potential
benefits include the release of equity, and savings in
the longer term if key variables like council tax and
energy costs are taken into account. Therefore RICS
commissioned researchers at the Centre for Housing
Policy at the University of York to investigate a number
of key topics, including:
• Demographic analysis to identify the “new “demographic
group of older homeowners living in larger homes, and
in good health and patterns in their personal assets;
• Exploration of the costs of remaining in existing
home or downsizing, and housing costs of smaller
and larger homes;
• Exploration of the attitudes of the “new” demographic
group towards downsizing, and their perceptions of the
financial incentives there might be if downsizing;
• Estimate supply of suitable homes

10

It is to be noted that initial plans to construct a
simple model to demonstrate the potential savings
of downsizing from a large family home to a smaller
property were revised fairly quickly following the start
of the project (see Chapter 3 below).
Here we report the findings of our investigation, drawing
on both existing sources of information, and some new
work. In Chapter 2 we present the findings of the
demographic analysis. Chapter 3 considers the housing
assets of older people. The attitudes of older people
living in larger family homes are explored in Chapter 4.
Additional questions regarding how older people operate
in the housing market were added to the regular survey of
RICS members, and the responses to these questions are
presented in Chapter 5. In the final chapter we address
what policy implications might be drawn from this work,
and how RICS might take an active role in helping to
shape future housing policy for an ageing society.

An examination of the housing needs and supply for an ageing society
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02 T h e d e m o g r a p h i cs a n a l y s i s 1
Older households now, past changes,
and future prospects

W

hat are the basic features of the demographics of
older households: their number in total, the types of
household (e.g. married couple households, widow oneperson households), and other households aged 65 and
over in relation to totals of all ages? The first point to note
is that the best data available is just for England. The four
countries of the United Kingdom have separate housing
statistics, including separate estimates of future numbers
of households. They differ in start date, end date, method
and amount of detail published. The detail for England
is much fuller than for the other three countries, so it is
better to work with data for England (which are between
80 and 85% of all UK households) than to try to construct
UK figures. We have firm data from the census up to
2001 and a mid-decade estimate for 2006. Based on

this, we also have official estimates of future numbers of
households (“household projections”) for 2016 and 2026.
Table 1 shows total of households in 1971, 1981, 1991,
and 2001, and projections for 2006, 2016, and 2026. Six
categories of households are shown: (i) married couple
households; (ii) cohabiting couple households; (iii) lone
parent households; (iv) other multi-person households;
(v) widow and widower one-person households; and (vi)
divorced, single and separated one-person households.
Lone parent households are lone parents with one to
more dependent children, defined as below 16, or 16 to
18 in full-time education. There are therefore only small
numbers of lone parent households aged 65 and over,
even though grandparent and grand-child households
count. “Other-multi person households” are a diverse
group, who include flat-shares and, more relevant to
circumstances of older households, lone parents with
only non-dependent children.

This chapter summarises an accompanying technical paper by Alan Holmans, “Older households and their housing: the present picture and future prospects”,
which is also available from www.rics.org/research

1
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Table 1: Households with heads aged 65 and over in 1971 to 2001 with estimates for 2006 to 2026: England
(thousands)

1971

1981

1991

2001

2006

2016

2026

1,670

1,978

2,124

2,222

2,358

2,919

3,231

Cohabiting couple households

18

20

38

65

57

102

190

Lone parent households

2

3

4

19

19

25

31

Other multi-person households

603

555

435

416

402

441

534

One-person households, widow,
and widower

1,272

1,735

1,996

1,964

1,914

1,909

2,017

One-person household, divorced,
separated, single

388

539

607

720

835

1,307

1,898

All households aged 65 and over

3,954

4,830

5,204

5,408

5,584

6,702

7,903

Total households, all ages

15,942

17,306

19,213

20,523

21,519

23,836

25,975

24.8

27.9

27.1

26.4

26.0

28.1

30.4

Married couple households

Households aged 65 and over
as percentage of total

Note:	The total for all households in 1991 is probably slightly high relative to 1981 and 1991 owing to difficulties about allowing for the under-count in the 1991 census
Source: D epartment for Communities and Local Government and predecessors, detail of household projections

The number of households aged 65 and over in 2006 in
England is estimated at just under 5.6 million, of whom
42% were married couples, and 49% men and women
living alone (34% widows and widowers, 15% divorced,
separated, and single men and women). The increase in
the number of households aged 65 and over between
1991 and 2006 was small in comparison with previous
years and what is forecast for the future. The population
aged 65 and over receives new members from the age
groups that reach aged 65 each year; the fall in numbers
of births in the 1920s and 1930s fed through into the
population aged 65 in the later 1980s and 1990s.
The total of households grew fast as the “baby boom
generation” (born in 1956 to 1970) reached adulthood
and household forming age. These demographic
changes will work in the opposite direction in the next
twenty years. Between 2006 and 2026 members of the

		

so-called “bulge” in births in 1946, 1947, and 1948 will
enter the population aged 65 and over, and so will those
born in the first five years of the “baby boom”.
The effect of the increase in the number of men and
women entering the population aged 65 and over is
reinforced by the reduction in the numbers leaving it
as death rates fall. As deaths occur at higher and higher
ages, the numbers of deaths and hence exits from the
population aged 65 and over decline. A consequence
of the faster increase in the population aged 65 and over
will be a rise in the proportion of divorced and single
men and women living alone. The number of households
aged 65 and over is projected to increase by 2.3 million
between 2006 and 2026. This is more than one-half of
the projected increase in households of all ages, and
would result in the highest ever proportion of households
in England being aged 65 and over.
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T h e d e m o g r a p h i cs a n a l y s i s
Owner-occupation and renting by older
households; current and future prospects

H

ow will this projected 2.3 million more households
		 aged 65 and over be housed? Table 3 shows
the tenure of households aged 65 and over, separately
for each 5-year age group. Tenure varies with age
among households aged 65 and over with important
implications for the future. Also included are the 50-54,
55-59, and 60-64 age groups, as with the passage of
time they will reach age 65 and (for reasons discussed
below) for the most part keep the same tenure. The
tenure detail in table 2 is taken from the Survey of English
Housing for 2003/04, 2004/05, and 2005/06, the most
recent three years for which the survey data are available
at the time of writing.
Table 2: Housing Tenure and Age in England 2003/04,
2004/05, and 2005/06

Age

Owneroccupiers
(%)

Social
sector
tenants
(%)

Private
sector
tenants
(%)

Total

50-54

80.2

13.9

5.9

1,824

55-59

82.2

12.5

5.2

1,892

60-64

78.7

16.4

5.0

1,411

65-69

77.8

18.5

6.7

1,351

70-74

76.0

20.2

3.7

1,215

75-79

70.4

24.8

4.7

1,183

80-84

64.8

30.1

5.1

898

85+

58.4

34.7

6.9

536

(thousands)

Source: Survey of English Housing for 2003/04, 2004/05, and 2005/06

What is clear is that the proportion of households that
are owner-occupiers diminishes with age, from 82% at
ages 55-59 to only 58% at 85 and over. However, this is
not just a function of age – it is also a consequence of the
fact that the proportion of married couple and one-person
households changes with age. We have, therefore, looked
at this changing relationship in the context of the type of
household, as well. The difference between the tenure of
married couple and widow and widower households is
itself significant; higher proportions of widows are tenants
and lower proportion home-owners. The tenure of married
couple households is shown in table 3.

14

Table 3: Housing tenure by age of married couple
households in England in 2003/04, 2004/05, and 2005/06

Age

Owneroccupiers
(%)

Social
sector
tenants
(%)

Private
sector
tenants
(%)

Total

50-54

88.1

8.4

3.5

1,115

55-59

89.5

7.2

3.3

1,204

60-64

86.8

9.1

4.1

864

65-69

86.9

10.6

2.5

793

70-74

84.4

12.6

3.0

636

75-79

83.2

13.9

2.9

488

80-84

78.6

17.8

3.6

303

85+

75.2

19.0

5.8

105

(thousands)

Source: CCHPR from data made available by Department for Communities and Local
Government (CLG)

As can be seen, the proportion of married couples who
are owner-occupier is higher than the overall average
for all age categories. That the proportion of married
couples that are owner-occupiers are as high as the
upper 80s% at ages in the 50s and 60s, and still well into
the 80s% at ages in the 70s is substantially due to local
authority tenants buying their houses through the Rightto-Buy. Purchases were at their peak in the first half of
the 1980s, when the typical purchasers were married
couples in their 40s and 50s. By the 2003/04 to 2005/06,
the date of table 3, they would have been in their 60s
and 70s. Private sector tenants are comparatively few at
the ages included in table 3; the revival of private sector
renting is at much younger ages. The age profile shown
in the table has important implications for the housing
tenure of married couple households in future years.
The households now aged 50-64, of whom about 88%
are owner-occupiers will move into the population of
couple households aged 65 and over the next 15 years,
while those now aged 80 and over, of whom 78% are
owner-occupiers, will nearly all depart.
Projections of the tenure profile for one-person households
are more problematic than the married couples’ tenure
profile. There are few first marriages at ages 50 and
over, so married couple households aged 70-74 in 2016
(for instance) will have been married couples aged 60-64
in 2006. That is not so of widows and widowers: many
widowers and widows aged 70-74 in 2016 would have
been married men and women in 2006.

An examination of the housing needs and supply for an ageing society

015

An examination of the housing needs and supply for an ageing society

However, fewer than a half of all male one-person
households aged 70-74 and under are widowers. But
among female one-person households over 60% of the
65-69 age group are widows, and at ages 75-79 and over
the proportion is over 80%. There is therefore a much
closer connection between the tenure of married couples
and widows than between the tenure of married couples
and widowers. A comparison between married couples’
and widows’ tenures is in table 4.
Table 4: Differences in housing tenure between married
couples and widows living alone

Age

Owneroccupiers
(%)

Social
sector
tenants (%)

Private
sector
tenants (%)

65-69

-21.5

+19.6

+1.9

70-74

-17.4

+16.6

+0.8

75-79

-21.6

+18.4

+3.1

80-84

-22.2

+19.6

+2.7

85+

-22.2

+21.5

+0.7

Drawing this together, we can use this information to
estimate the housing tenure of the households’ in future
years shown in Table 1. The key insight for estimating
households in future years is that because so few couple
households in their 50s and 60s move between tenures,
the tenure distribution of couples aged 55-59 (for example)
in Table 4 will be broadly similar to their tenure at age
65-69 ten years later, and their tenure at 75-79 twenty
years later. Tenure proportions in future years can thus be
estimated by “rolling forward” the base period proportions.
In consequence the proportion of owner-occupiers
among married couples aged 75-79 is likely to be between
3 and 4% higher ten years on, and at 85 and over
between 11 and 12% higher. Ageing will therefore raise
the proportions of older married couple owner-occupiers;
and this increase in the owner-occupation proportion of
couple households will interact with the increase in the
number of older couple households of nearly 900,000
shown in Table 1. There is a strong momentum in the
increase of older owner-occupier households. The results
of bringing this together is shown in table 5.

Source: Derived from tables 2 and 3

With one exception (the 70-74 age group) about 22%
fewer widows live as owner-occupiers than married
couples do. This difference is balanced by higher
proportions who are social sector tenants. Two
explanations may be suggested. The first is perhaps
the obvious one, that widows were moving into local
authority and housing association houses and flats,
possibly because their first tenure choice - sheltered
housing - was not to be had in the market of owneroccupied housing. The other explanation, less obvious,
is that age for age death rates are lower among owneroccupiers than among tenants.
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Table 5: Estimates of housing tenure of households aged 65
and over in England in 2001-2026
(thousands)

Married couple households

2001

2006

2011

2016

2021

2026

Owner-occupiers

1,811

1,965

2,206

2,527

2,663

2,795

Social sector tenants

344

321

309

304

316

337

Private sector tenants

68

72

78

88

93

99

2,222

2,358

2,593

2,919

3,072

3,231

1,539

1,664

1,870

2,136

2,373

2,649

Total

One-person households
Owner-occupiers
Social sector tenants

978

921

858

855

865

934

Private sector tenants

169

163

175

224

283

333

2,658

2,748

2,903

3,216

3,522

3,916

Owner-occupiers

3,680

3,952

4,418

5,052

5,474

5,955

Social sector tenants

1,469

1,376

1,302

1,374

1,359

1,485

Private sector tenants

260

256

274

336

403

462

5,408

5,584

5,994

6,702

7,237

7,903

Total

All households (a)

Total

Note: (a) Includes cohabiting couples, lone parent households, and other multi-person
households not shown separately
Source: Author estimates

The most striking feature of the prospect shown in table
5 is the increase of 2 million in the number of older
owner-occupiers between 2006 and 2026, as compared
with an increase of only 300,000 tenants. One may
reiterate the caveat about whether that many divorced
and single men and women living alone will be able to
afford house purchase. But even if the figure is on the
high side, it would still be true that a very large increase
in the number of older owner-occupiers is in prospect.
The housing of older people will be to a much increased
extent the housing of owner-occupiers.

16

Characteristics of household members
aged 65 and over – health and disability

P

eople are living longer, and increasing numbers
of older people are living on longer in their own
homes instead of moving to residential care. The 2001
census can help us in trying to relate tenure to health
and disability.
In the 2001 census all persons were asked to rate their
health in the previous 12 months as “good”, “fairly good”,
or “not good”, and whether they had any long-term
limiting illness or disability. The information collected
was for all members of households, so it was possible
for there to be in multi-person households one or more
persons in good health and another who regarded his
health as not good. Nevertheless, the census information
is probably the best for linking state of health to housing
tenure and age. The results of this are shown in table 6.
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Table 6: Self-reported heath and disability status in relation
to Housing Tenure: England and Wales 2001, all Persons

Proportions reporting their health as “good”, “fairly good”
and reporting no limiting long-term illness or disability

(percent)

65-74

75-84

85+

In owner-occupier households

61.0

45.7

28.8

In social sector tenant households

42.8

32.4

23.0

In private sector tenant households

51.4

37.9

26.1

Source: 2001 Census England and Wales National Report, Table S017

As would be expected, the proportion of people
describing their health as good or fairly good and
reporting no limiting long-term illness or disability
diminishes with age. Perhaps less expected is the
differential between housing tenures. This might be due
to social sector tenants being more inclined to describe
their health as not good than owner-occupiers even where
objectively their state of health is the same. However, the
fact that death rates differ by tenure suggests that selfdescription bias is not the whole explanation.
We can combine this with data in table 5 to estimate
the number of households in future years where someone
in the household is in good or fairly good health without
long-term disabilities. If we assume that increases in
longevity will increase the proportion of the population who
are good health with no limiting disabilities (an optimistic
but not unreasonable assumption), then the proportions
in Table 6 can be raised by 10% (i.e. from 61% to 71 for
owner-occupiers) by 2026 at ages 65-74, 5% at ages
75-84, and 3% at age 85 and over. These improvements
are taken to apply equally in all tenures. This would then
produce an estimate of an increase between 2006 and
2026 of about 2 million people aged 65 and over in good
or fairly good health without long-term disabilities.
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Mobility of older households, their
accommodation and “under-occupation”

O

lder people move house much less frequently than
do younger people, with the result that the housing
that older people occupy is largely determined by where
they live when they reach that age. This is shown in table 7.
Table 7: Movement of Households in 2000-2001 in England

(percent)

Age of
reference
person

Same address
one year ago

Different
address,
same district

Different
address
somewhere
else in UK

Outside UK

Partially
moving
households*

Total
households
(thousands
=100%)

Under 25

41.5

23.2

4.5

1.1

29.7

711

25-34

71.1

12.0

2.3

0.9

13.6

3,350

35-49

86.5

6.0

1.2

0.4

6.0

6,023

50 and over

93.7

2.6

0.5

0.1

3.0

10,367

All ages

86.1

5.9

1.2

0.4

6.5

20,451

Source: 2001 Census, Table ST09
*One where some but not all had a different address the year before.

Because so high a proportion of households aged 65
and over are married couple households or one-person
households – over 90% in 2006; and almost as a high
a proportion of the projected increase – 88%, the
discussion of housing occupied by older households
is focussed on them. What types of houses do they
occupy? As can be seen from table 8, there is a
significant difference between owner-occupiers and
tenants, with the former more likely to occupy a dwelling
of at least two bedrooms, whereas tenants are more
likely to be in a dwelling with just a single bedroom.
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Table 8: Number of bedrooms in dwellings occupied by
households aged 65 and over: England 2001/02, 2002/03,
and 2003/04
(percentages across)

Number of Bedrooms
Total

One

Two

Three

Four

Five or
more

(thousands
= 100%)

Owner-occupiers

2.3

25.3

53.6

15.6

3.2

1,911

Social sector tenants

27.1

39.0

31.4

2.5

0.0

367

Private sector tenants

9.0

31.3

55.2

3.0

1.5

68

Owner-occupiers

7.7

39.9

44.6

6.7

1.1

1,484

Social sector tenants

57.2

27.2

15.2

0.3

0.0

904

Private sector tenants

28.3

39.5

28.9

2.6

0.7

151

Owner-occupiers

4.4

31.2

50.0

11.9

2.6

3,577

Social sector tenants

45.5

31.1

22.0

1.3

0.0

1,359

Private sector tenants

21.6

38.5

36.6

3.4

0.9

232

Married couple households

One-person households

All households

Source: Survey of English Housing, supplied by the
(then) Office for the Deputy Prime Minister

The contrast between owner-occupiers and tenants
in dwelling size as indicated by number of bedrooms
is linked to differences in the actual dwelling type.
Table 9 shows the proportion of households aged 65 and
over that occupy respectively a house or bungalow with
one bedroom or two; a house or bungalow with three
bedrooms or more; or a flat or maisonette. As can be
seen from this, 72% of owner-occupier couples aged 65
and over are shown as living in houses with 3 bedrooms
or more, as are 52% of one-person households, and
64% of all owner-occupier households aged 65 and over.
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Table 9: Type of dwelling occupied by households aged 65 and over: analysis by tenure:
England 2001/02, 2002/03, and 2003/04

(percentage across)

House or
bungalow one
bedroom or two

House or
bungalow three
bedrooms or
more

Flat or
maisonette

(thousands = 100%)

Owner-occupiers

23.6

72.1

4.2

1,899

Social sector tenants

39.7

31.2

29.1

367

Private sector tenants

26.9

56.7

16.4

68

Owner-occupiers

34.3

51.8

13.8

1,471

Social sector tenants

32.5

14.2

53.3

899

Private sector tenants

35.5

30.9

33.6

151

Owner-occupiers

27.8

64.0

8.2

3,552

Social sector tenants

33.8

21.2

45.0

1,355

Private sector tenants

33.0

39.6

27.4

232

Total (a)

Married couple households

One-person households

All households

Note: (a) Excludes “other” types of accommodation
Source: Survey of English Housing, supplied by the
(then) Office for the Deputy Prime Minister

Because mobility among older households is so low,
changes in their housing come about primarily through
ageing in situ. It is therefore important to look at how the
size of dwellings of older owner-occupiers varies with
age. Households with heads aged 55-59 and 60-64 are
included in Table 10 because they will be 65 and over in
ten years’ time.
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Table 10: Size (number of bedrooms) of dwellings occupied by older owner-occupier couple
and one-person households, 2001/02, 2002/03, and 2003/04

(percentage across)

Household type and age

Total

One or two

Three

Four or more

55-59

15

52

34

1,084

60-64

17

57

26

741

65-69

21

57

22

691

70-74

26

54

20

524

75-79

31

53

16

401

80-84

40

48

12

211

85 and over

43

41

15

87

55-59

41

49

9

263

60-64

40

48

12

238

65-69

43

48

9

296

70-74

46

46

9

329

75-79

46

47

6

364

80-84

51

41

8

294

85 and over

55

38

7

201

(thousands = 100%)

Couple households

One-person households

Source: Survey of English Housing, supplied by the
(then) Office for the Deputy Prime Minister

We can make inferences from this data about what
is happening at widowhood - in a significant proportion
of instances widowhood leads to down-sizing from
a family sized house to a house with 2 bedrooms,
but after that little further down-sizing takes place.
The proportion of widowers and widows in family sized
houses that down-size to 2 bedrooms appears to be
approximately one-quarter.
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Conclusions

C

ombining these inferences with what we know about
		 the size of the cohort in each of the age-bands
enables us to make some projections about future
housing demand. These are shown in table 11.
Table 11: Sizes (number of bedrooms) of dwellings occupied by couple households and widow
and widowers one-person owner-occupier households aged 65 and over
(thousands)

One or
two

Three

Four or more

Total

Couple households

553

1,076

397

2,008

Widow and widower one-person households

603

548

96

1,247

Couple households

858

1,549

536

2,943

Widow and widower one-person households

772

672

117

1,561

2006

2026

Note: Couple households include cohabiting couples, hence the difference from figures for
married couples in table 5.
Source: Table supplied by Office of the Deputy Prime Minister

This implies that at a minimum there will be an increase
of about 630,000 owner-occupier couple households
aged 65 and over living in houses with three bedrooms or
more, including 160,000 with four bedrooms or more; and
an increase of 145,000 widow and widower one-person
households with 3 or more bedrooms. An increase of
between 650,000 and 700,000 divorced and single oneperson households owner-occupiers aged 65 and over
is in prospect between 2006 and 2016. There is not the
information with which to estimate directly the proportion
that will have 3 bedrooms or more. If the proportion
were the same as for widow and widower one-person
households aged 65 and over the figure would be
about 300,000. But this is likely to be too high because
divorced and single one-person households aged 65
and over will have been one-person households before
reaching age 65, in contrast to widows and widowers.
All told an increase of 250,000 one-person owneroccupier households aged 65 and over living in family
size homes can be forecast in the 20 years from 2006,
together with over 600,000 couple households.
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03 T h e h o u s i n g a s s e ts o f e l d e r l y h o u s e h o l d s
In this chapter we consider the distribution of housing
assets held by older households (including those just
below retirement age), and considers how those asset
levels may change in the future. We also reflect on older
home-owners’ attitudes to drawing on the assets in
their homes. All the tables and figures relate to property
values, and levels of net equity in 2003/04 and are
derived from the English House Condition Survey.

The current distribution of housing assets

W

hile the great majority of home buyers have
		 no mortgage by the time they retire, there is
a significant minority that do have mortgages in
their retirement years. For example, some may have
a mortgage where the last few years of long term
mortgage extend in to the first few years of retirement.
In some cases this may have been anticipated, but in
others unanticipated where retirement was taken earlier
than originally thought likely. For others outstanding
mortgages may be as a result of the release of equity
from the home in order to supplement retirement income.
As can be seen from Figure 1 below, less than 10%
of all home-owner households where the head of the
household is under 50 do not have a mortgage. This
proportion rises however with age. For those aged 50-59,
just over 40% have no mortgage, for those aged 60-64
it rises to 72%, increasing to 86% for those aged 65-69,
94% for those aged 70-79, and 96% for those aged 80
and above.
Figure 1 Percentage of home owners without a mortgage
100
90
80
Percentages

70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

0-49

50-59

60-64

65-69

70-79

This amounts to some 295,000 homeowners with a
household representative person aged 65 or over,
and a further 340,000 aged 60-64. Calculations
undertaken in the preparation of an earlier paper
(Wilcox, 2008) for Communities and Local Government
to support the development of Lifetime Homes, Lifetime
Neighbourhoods – A National Strategy for Housing
in an Ageing Society (CLG, 2008), did therefore take
account of the minority of older people with outstanding
mortgages when assessing the levels of housing assets
available to households headed by an older person.
There are limited variations in average levels of property
value between households of different ages, with the
most notable being that the average values of dwellings
owned by households aged under 35 is lower. The
properties owned by households aged 75 and over are
also a little lower than those owned by those aged 5074, reflecting the actions of the minority of home-owner
households that move to smaller dwellings, or retire to
cheaper areas. There is a fairly substantial pattern of
migration out of London, and into the east of England
and the south west. Net migration out of London in
2005/06 by people aged 65 and over represented 1.0%
of the total retirement age population. Conversely net
migration into the east and south west by people aged
65 and over represented 0.3% and 0.2% of those
regions’ retirement age population. In addition there is
a more substantial pattern of net migration by older,
but pre-retirement age, people into the south west.
There are also regional variations in the market values
of dwellings owned by older households. Nationally
some 73% of all home-owner dwellings were valued at
over £120,000: this applied to 98% of the home-owner
dwellings in London, but only 39% in the North East.
Conversely while there were no dwellings in London
valued below £80,000, 35% of all home-owner dwellings
in the North East had lower values.

80 (+)

Age

Source : English House Condition Survey 2004
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Equity levels increase with age, reflecting both the
capacity over time for households to pay off their
mortgage, and ‘trade up’ within the housing market.
Nationally the average level of equity rises to almost
£200,000 for households with a household representative
person aged from 60-74; before easing back a little for
‘oldest’ old households. The highest levels of housing
equity are held by home-owners in London, where the
average exceeds £300,000 for all households with a
household representative person aged 60 or over; while
in the northern regions of England the average levels of
housing equity held by those older households are only
a little more than £100,000.

Apart from variation by age and region, levels of housing
values and housing equity also vary significantly by
income. As might be expected, pre-retirement income
clearly impacts on the size of a mortgage a household
can afford, and subsequently the value of the home they
occupy in retirement. Figure 3 shows the proportions
of lower income home-owner households with housing
equity worth more than £80,000; but with incomes below
£12,000 a year.

The distribution of housing equity within regions is shown
in Figure 2. This shows that while over 90% of older
home-owners in London and the south east have housing
equity of £120,000 or more (as do over 80% of those in
the east and south west), more than a half of older homeowners in the northern regions have equity of less than
£120,000. Over a quarter of the older home-owners in
the north west and Yorkshire and Humber have housing
equity of less than £80,000; as do just over 35% of all
older home-owners in the north east. However nationally
only 12% have housing equity below that level, while over
70% have housing equity in excess of £120,000.

Figure 2 Distributions of housing equity
held by older households

120

Percentages

100
80

Over £180,000
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£120-180,000

40

£80-120,000

20

£50-80,000
Less than £50,000

0
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Y&H

NW

EM

WM

East

SE

Lon

SW

Regions
All home owner households with a household representative personaged 60 (+)
Source : English House Condition Survey 2004
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Figure 3 Older low income homeowners with more
than £80,000 housing equity

Percentage of all
older home owners
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£120-180,000

10

£80-120,000

0
NE

Y&H

NW

EM

WM

East

SE

Lon

SW

Eng

Regions
All home owner households with a household represen tative personaged 60 (+);
and net household incomes below £12,000 a year.
Source : English House Condition Survey 2004

Figure 3 also shows the marked variations in the
proportions of ‘asset rich and income poor’ between the
regions. Those variations are driven both by differences
in income and equity levels; but it is the variations in
housing equity that have the greatest impact.

Future prospects for levels of housing equity

T

he above analysis is based on the combined data
from the 2003/4 and 2004/5 EHCS; and overall this
provides average values at 2004 levels. Since then prices
have risen by a further 22%, but looking ahead similar
price rises appear unlikely. The emergence of buy to
let mortgage finance, and the substantial reduction in
interest rates compared to the previous decade, were
important ‘one-off’ factors underlying the extent of those
house price rises. Some part of the most recent rises
may also prove to be cyclical.
Figure 4 below illustrates the extent of house price
increases over the last decade. This shows long run
indexes of average earnings and house prices over the
years since 1970. Prior to 1990, house prices tended
to increase a little ahead of earnings (albeit with some
cyclical variations). However, over the last decade house
prices have increased far more rapidly than earnings.
In 1996 the house price index was 7% higher than the
earnings index, by 2006 it was 109% higher.
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Figure 4 House price and earnings Indexes
(England : 1970 = 100)
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As a consequence of the increases in house prices of
the last two decades older home-owner households
have far higher levels of housing equity relative to their
predecessors, and housing equity has grown as a
proportion of household wealth. For all home-owners
in the UK housing equity rose from £633 billion in 1995
to £2,185 billion in 2005; while housing assets as a
proportion of all assets rose from 35% in 1995/96 to 50%
by 2003/04 (Wilcox, 2007). The 2004 EHCS data shows
that just for home-owner households with a household
representative aged 60 or over there was a total of £932
billion housing equity in that year. Figures published
recently in the UK Housing Review 2008/9 suggest that
this figure had increased to £2,688M by 2007.
Despite the slowdown in the housing market, the current
cohort of retired home-owner households will have far
greater levels of housing equity than their predecessors.
This equity gain will be shared by coming cohorts of
retiring home-owner households over the next two
decades, as the majority entered the home-owner
housing market before the post 1996 house price rises.

Benefiting from home-owner housing equity

O

lder home-owners might choose to use their equity
gains to improve their housing conditions, pay for care
or other support services, or simply to supplement their
retirement income and enjoy a higher standard of living.

The two main mechanisms for releasing equity are
‘trading down’ in the market, or through equity release
or other similar financial mechanisms.
26

Attitudes to both mechanisms for equity release were
examined as part of the most recent research report
commissioned by the Department of Work and Pensions
on household attitudes to pensions (Clery et al, 2007),
and in rather more detail in a 2004 survey commissioned
by the Council of Mortgage Lenders and Hanover
Housing Association (Smith, 2004). Both these surveys
found that a substantial minority of home-owners
planned to make some use of their housing equity in
retirement but it was only rarely seen as a primary
source of income in retirement. Moreover, home-owners
were far more likely to consider ‘trading down’ in the
housing market as a means of releasing equity than
they were to consider utilising equity release schemes,
or simply borrowing against the value of their property.
The work by Clery et al found that 38% of all the preretirement age respondents would consider moving to
a smaller or less expensive home or area. Smith (2004)
found that 23% of all owners aged 45 or over planned
to move to a smaller home, 10% planned to move
abroad, and 8% planned to move to another area. Only
5% of all the pre-retirement age respondents would
either consider selling a share of their home to an equity
release company, or borrowing against the value of their
home. Similarly Smith (2004) found that less than 10% of
all owners aged 45 or over would be either quite or very
likely to make use of an equity release scheme.
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Smith (2004) also found that part of the reason for the
low level of interest in equity release schemes was the
wariness of owners about the risks of those schemes,
and a lack of confidence in the products then on offer.
Clery et al also showed that attitudes to the use of
equity release schemes varied according to the value
of the owner’s home. Owners with dwellings worth less
than £100,000 or more than £250,000 were less likely
to consider equity release than those with dwellings of
intermediate values.2
‘Trading down’ in the housing market to move to a smaller
property and/or a cheaper location are only realistic
options for those households that live in larger dwellings,
or in more expensive locations. Available data show
that very few older home-owner households live in one
bedroom accommodation (less than 4%); just under 30%
live in two bedroom accommodation, nearly a half live
in three bedroom accommodation, and one in six live
in dwellings with four or more bedrooms. At the same
time well over 90% of all older households are either
single or are couples without any dependent children.
Consequently over 90% of all older home-owner
households occupy accommodation with at least one
more bedroom than is required, according to the formal
bedroom standard. A third have dwellings with just one
additional bedroom, and almost three fifths (59%) have
a dwelling with two or more bedrooms additional to the
formal standard.

Note that Lifetime Homes, Lifetime Neighbourhoods
– A National Strategy for Housing in an Ageing Society
states the intention of Communities and
Local Government to actively pursue and develop
more acceptable equity release products.

		

At the same time is must be recognised that the formal
bedroom standard was set down over fifty years ago,
and since then there have been significant changes
in household expectations, along with increases in
living standards in all aspects of life. One ‘spare’
bedroom is now the contemporary social norm, and
very few older households wish to move to one
bedroom accommodation.
In almost all local housing markets there are significant
differences between the prices of dwellings with four
or more bedrooms, compared to the prices of properties
with two and three bedrooms. Financially a move to
smaller accommodation by households currently in
accommodation with four or more bedrooms should
readily release substantial levels of equity, without
requiring a move away from the same locality.
The potential for equity release is far less, however,
for households moving from three bedroom to two
bedroom accommodation, as can be seen from Figure
5 below. This is particularly the case in the northern
regions of the country, and in the east midlands, where
the potential equity released by such a move is on
average between £23-£26,000. This is not a huge sum
when the costs of moving (legal fees, stamp duty and
removal costs, refitting/redecorating a new home) are
taken into consideration.
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Figure 5 Average equity released by moving to
a dwelling with one fewer bedroom
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Within each region there are also a substantial number
of areas where the price differentials are lower still, and
moving locally from three bedroom to two bedroom
accommodation is thus unlikely to result in any net
release of equity after all the costs associated with
moving have been met. The opportunities for low income
older home-owner households to release equity by
moving from three to two bedroom accommodation,
without moving to a different area, are thus extremely
limited outside of the south of England.

Equity release schemes
An alternative to trading down would be to release
equity. There are two main types of equity release
scheme – lifetime mortgages and home reversion plans.
Lifetime mortgages typically allow the older homeowner
to borrow against their property, and to roll up the
interest and capital due until either the individual dies
or sells the property. Home reversion plans involve
selling all or part of the property to a company for
either a capital lump sum or an annual income, with
the borrower retaining the right to live rent free in the
property until their demise. Lifetime mortgages have
by far the largest share of the market (SHIP, 2007).
A voluntary code launched in 1991 (the Safe Home
Ownership Income Plan) and statutory regulation
have improved the reliability and protection offered
by newer equity release products. The SHIP code
requires schemes to offer both no negative equity and
no repossession guarantees, and as of 2006 it was
estimated that some 95% of all equity release schemes
complied with the SHIP code (Baxter & Bennett, 2006).
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The Council of Mortgage Lenders collect data relating
to the lifetime mortgages that comprise the dominant
part of the equity release market. At the end of the
first quarter in 2007 there were almost 125,000 lifetime
mortgages in place, and new lifetime mortgages are
being taken out by some 20,000 to 25,000 households
each year. In value terms the stock of lifetime mortgages
now totals £6,549 million, with about a £1,000 million of
new advances being made each year.
While these are not inconsiderable sums they represent
less than 1% of the total equity held by older households.
It appears therefore that there is very substantial potential
for growth in these schemes to enable older home-owners
to supplement their incomes. It remains the case, however,
that relatively few older home-owners are interested in
such schemes, and many remain wary of them.
The confidence provided by the new regulatory regime
for equity release schemes should make it possible to
promote the schemes more positively; but doubts based
on past experiences will take some shifting. And even if
doubts about the security and probity of equity release
schemes can be overcome survey evidence also shows
that there are widespread doubts about the value for
money they offer (Rowlingson & McKay, 2005).
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Conclusions

W

hile it might appear that the majority of older
people have considerable housing equity at
their disposal, on closer inspection the distribution
of housing equity varies across different regions, as
do the proportions of “asset rich and income poor”.
Nevertheless as a consequence of the increases in
house prices of the last two decades, older homeowners have far higher levels of housing equity relative
to their predecessors, and housing equity has grown
as a proportion of household wealth. Evidence suggests,
however, that downsizing to a smaller property or equity
release through financial mechanisms are not necessarily
going to enable large proportions of older home homes to
draw on the equity in their properties.
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A key element to the project was to test older homeowners’ attitudes towards downsizing. The initial intention
had been to build a simple model which could demonstrate
how much an individual might save on annual home
running costs by moving to a smaller property, and to test
the model with small groups of older people. It became
apparent very quickly, however, that downsizing to a
smaller property does not necessarily equate to significant
cost savings. With regard to energy consumption and fuel
bills, a smaller house might cost as much to heat as a
larger house if it is poorly insulated or has an inefficient
heating system. Although there is the potential to reduce
council tax costs by moving to a smaller property, council
tax charges vary from area to area, so a move to an area
with higher council tax charges could result in paying the
same or possibly more council tax for a smaller property.
Again the costs of ongoing maintenance would depend
very much on the age and condition of a property, not
necessarily its size. Similarly insurance costs vary from
area to area, and are dependent on the age and state
of repair as much as the size of the property.
Reflecting on these difficulties, it was decided to abandon
the idea of the model, and instead to conduct a series of
discussion groups with the intention of exploring attitudes
towards downsizing of older people living in larger
properties who are relatively well and active. In this chapter
we present the findings of these discussions.

Composition and conduct of the
discussion groups

F

our focus groups were held in October 2008.
Groups were held in Sheffield, Newcastle, York,
and a village location in rural North Yorkshire.
We acknowledge the north of England focus of the
groups and, reflecting on the responses to the additional
questions asked in the survey of RICS members,
it seems quite likely that any discussion with older
people in the London and the south east might have
generated different responses.

Participants in three of the focus groups were recruited
with the assistance of a market research company. The
fourth group was set up with the assistance of the Elders
Council of Newcastle. A total of thirty people participated
in the groups, 10 males and 20 females. Participants
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were all aged 55 and above (age range 55 to 87), and all
were homeowners. With the exception of two participants
who had already downsized (one to a one bedroom flat,
and the other to a two bedroom house), they all lived in
“family” sized properties (with three or more bedrooms).
Most reported that they enjoyed good health. The
composition of the groups is set out in table 12 below.
Table 12: Composition of the focus groups

Location

Profile of
participants

Age range

York

Male n=5
Female n=2

63 – 84

North Yorkshire

Female n=6

58 – 82

Newcastle

Male n=4
Female n=8

59 – 81

Sheffield

Male n=1
Female n=4

55 – 64

The groups were all facilitated by a researcher (Karen
Croucher). Two were tape recorded with the permission
of participants. The other two groups were not recorded
as some participants were not willing for the tape recorder
to be used, but extensive notes of the discussions were
taken. Topics covered in discussion included:
• Current and future moving plans;
• Attitudes towards downsizing including perceived
benefits and/or disadvantages;
• Incentives for downsizing, including financial incentives
and possible savings;
• Perceived barriers to moving.
Below we explore the outcome of the groups’ discussion.
In line with the findings of previous research, a number of
themes emerged from the groups highlighting how older
people’s housing and moving decisions are mediated
not just by the type or size of property where they live,
but also concerns around neighbours, neighbourhood,
current and future health status, and family relationships.
It was also clear that financial considerations (which
were of particular interest to this project) were not a
particularly strong motivation for moving.
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This may in some part be due to the socio-economic
status of many of the participants. As noted above the
participants were living in “family” sized properties, with
at least three bedrooms, and in many cases four or five,
no doubt reflecting some of the participants’ relatively
stable and comfortable financial circumstances both
currently and in the past.

“The only downsizing I want to do is in a six foot box.
I love where I am, and unless there’s a physical
problem of some sort – of course all sorts of things
can happen when you get older – wild horses wouldn’t
drag me from where I am now.”
Ronald, aged 76, living with his wife,
Newcastle Focus Group Participant

It is also to be noted that at the time the discussion took
place the UK housing market had slumped. At the time of
writing the Nationwide Building Society reported house
prices had dropped 14% in the previous twelve months.
The findings are structured under the following headings:
• Current and future moving plans
• Reasons for staying put
• Reasons for moving
• Financial incentives for moving
• Experience of downsizing.
Note that the names of all participants have been
changed to protect their anonymity.

		

Current and future moving plans

T

he participants in the different group had a range of
intentions regarding moving. There were those who
were adamant that they would remain living where they
were, and would not move under any circumstances.
Others, usually younger participants, had no intention
of moving in the near future, but reflected that there
might come a time when they needed to move,
particularly if they experienced health problems. For
those who were married, the loss of their spouse was
also another reason why a move would be considered.
Others were at a point when they felt they would like to
move, but were uncertain as to where they might go, or
what their options might be. There were a small number
of participants who were actively seeking to move, or
who had downsized quite recently from larger family
properties. Below we explore the attitudes of these
different groups towards downsizing and their reasons
for staying put or moving. It is, however, important to
note that financial considerations were rarely given as
a motivation for downsizing either by those who had
moved, or those who were thinking of moving,
or expecting to move when they were much older.
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Reasons for staying put

M

any participants, both younger and older, were not
thinking about moving in the near future. There
were a number of common motivations for “not moving”,
including: contentment and satisfaction with the current
home; good neighbours and a safe, convenient
neighbourhood; and family circumstances. Many people
also reflected on the costs and upheaval of moving,
which they felt would bring little real long term gain.
Some were adamant that they would never move from
their current homes, and would adapt the house (for
example, installing a downstairs toilet) or make changes
to their living arrangements (for example, moving their
bedroom downstairs) if and when it became necessary.
The following exchange illustrates some of these points
very clearly.
Facilitator: “Do you think about the housing choice
you might want to make – have any of you thought
of downsizing?”

Cathy: “No way – do you want me to expand on that?
I am about four streets away from one of my sons,
so it’s nice easy walking distance. I know the
neighbours. I’ve got a little garden - I’d like a bigger
one actually – which I really enjoy, I enjoy the
gardening. I’m settled there, why would I want to
cause all the upheaval, plus I wouldn’t get anything,
unless I moved to a flat and even then I don’t think
they’d be so much less than my own property is worth,
so by the time I’d paid for all the expenses involved
I wouldn’t be gaining anything, and plus if I do want
someone to stay I’ve got the room – I’m thinking
grandchildren, nobody else. Oh and my neighbour,
couldn’t get better, she’s been a godsend.”
Jack: “Mine’s similar – the area where I live is more or
less perfect. I’m near to [Shopping Centre], five minutes
walk, there’s also the bus terminus there that allows
me to get almost anywhere in Sheffield, and out of
Sheffield… there’s no financial reason to move at all…”
Cathy, aged 61, living alone and Jack, aged 63, living with
his wife, both participants in Sheffield Focus Group

32

Family roles and relationships
It was unsurprising, given that many of the participants
lived in the larger properties where they had raised their
families, that family relationships were an important
influence on their housing decisions. For most people,
having family living nearby provides a powerful incentive
to stay put. But for those with family living further away,
maintaining the family home was often important to
enable family and grandchildren to stay, or indeed to
be able to offer younger family members a place to
live should the need arise. One of our participants had
downsized to a smaller flat in a more convenient city
centre location than her former home which had been
in a remote rural location. She was however seeking
a larger property because she felt that her status as
“matriarch” of her family had diminished because she
could no longer offer her children and grandchildren
a place to stay. The importance of maintaining family
roles and relationships should not be underestimated,
particularly at a point in people’s lives where the
status and sense of personal identify associated with
employment may have diminished.

Space for living
More generally, apart from being able to accommodate
visitors, space was valued, and it was felt that smaller - and
particularly newer - properties would be “claustrophobic”,
and “pokey”. Downsizing might mean lifestyle changes
for which many of the participants were not ready, for
example having less space for hobbies and possessions.
Couples particularly valued having space to do different
things at the same time. As with the sense of identify
created by family relationships, the significance of home
as a place of memories, and location for possessions
and activities that embodies the life experiences and
identity of the occupants should not be underestimated.
As Edna, a widow aged 82, living alone in a large rural
property explains:

“If downsizing I don’t want to give up all
my memories and stuff.”
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Neighbours and neighbourhood

Barriers to moving

Neighbours were also a powerful influence on people’s
decisions to remain where they were or to move. This
was a recurrent theme across all the groups. Good
neighbours were considered an important asset. As
Angela, a widow aged 58, living in a four bedroom
detached house in a rural village, explained:

Some (although not all) participants felt that the upheaval
and costs of moving were powerful disincentives not
to move. Apart from the need to clean up and pack up
belongings, the general stress and uncertainty of waiting
for people to buy, being part of a chain, the thought
of having people round to view the property and the
consequent invasion of privacy and security were offputting to some participants.

“I have fabulous neighbours, and that’s the biggest pull.”

The local neighbourhood and its facilities were also
important considerations.
Easy access to bus routes, shops, libraries,
entertainment, exercise facilities and shopping centres
were highly valued. Many people remarked that they
rarely used their cars since the introduction of free bus
passes for older people. One of the participants - Ronald
- and his wife had already downsized to a four bedroom
house when his children had left home some twenty
years previously. He explained why they had chosen their
current home, and why they would be unlikely to move.

“I mean they say that moving house is very stressful,
and it’s the thought of having to have it all perfect,
like they have it on TV….I really don’t want to do that.
I don’t want a load of strangers coming round my
house and all that sort of thing, so that might put
people off [moving], I’m not saying that it puts me off,
but it could be what puts people off downsizing, and
it's all the hassle, going to the estate agents, having
people round, and going and looking yourself – are
you making the right decision? What are the neighbours like? And it’s all that, if I’m in a chain….”
Sarah, aged 55, living with husband,
Sheffield Focus Group

“It’s not that I find the idea of moving horrendous,
it’s just I like where I am and I can’t think of anywhere
I would rather be. Where I live – we did choose it
rather carefully, we downsized 25 years ago. The
children had all moved out of the house by that time,
we decided that we spent quite a lot of time going to
things in the City, the theatre, so instead of thinking
why don’t we move away from there, we thought why
don’t we move closer. So we found a couple of areas
close to the centre where we thought we might live,
then the main thing as far as we were concerned was
a metro station…”
Ronald, aged 76, living with his wife,
Newcastle Focus Group Participant

		

“I live alone, so if I put my house up for sale, people
are going to come and look and I’m telling them I
live alone, or it might look obvious…”
Cathy, aged 61, living alone participant
in Sheffield Focus Group.

“From this moment, I couldn’t think of one good thing
from downsizing, and I could make quite a long list of
things what I wouldn’t move for, that’s me personally,
but I couldn’t tell you one good thing that would
happen to me by downsizing, and leaving these
premises that I live in now.”
Jack, aged 63, living with wife,
Sheffield Focus Group Participant
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Although people recognised that larger properties
require maintenance, they noted that the actual costs
of moving would pay for a lot of maintenance on their
existing properties. Many noted that the difference in
price of a smaller property, particularly bungalows, was
not that different (and in some case more) than the value
of their current home, and the equity released would
– at best – only cover their moving costs. With regard
to the savings that might be made on the day to day
running cost of a smaller property, few people felt that
these would be significant enough to justify moving.

“If I was going to downsize it wouldn’t be for economic
reasons, because if I move I would be looking at
bungalows, I wouldn’t be gaining anything…”
Dorothy, aged 66, living alone,
Newcastle Focus Group Participant

Adapting the home for later life
In recent years there has been significant investment
in enabling older people to remain in their homes, as
opposed to moving to specialist housing settings or
residential care. The Supporting People Programme
has actively encouraged housing support services to
be tenure neutral. For example, people do not need to
move to sheltered housing to access a warden service.
Community alarms, where an individual can call for
assistance to a central call service in an emergency,
can be installed in most properties. Social service
departments are also seeking to increase the numbers
of people who are receiving care packages at home as
opposed to moving into residential care. The introduction
of individual budgets which will enable individuals
greater choice over the services they receive also has
implications for older people and their housing choices.
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It appears that this investment was welcomed and
acknowledged by the participants in the focus groups.
Although several participants felt that if at some point in the
future their health deteriorated or they were no longer very
mobile, they would consider moving (see below), others felt
that they would simply manage as best they could. Some
noted that there were technologies and services to support
older people in their own homes, as well as the possibility
of having adaptations made to the home, or aids such as
chair lifts installed. Consequently there would be no need
to move purely on health grounds.

“If necessary I’ll sleep downstairs, don’t want to, I like
to go upstairs to bed.”
Cathy, aged 61, living alone participant
in Sheffield Focus Group.

“My Aunty is well turned 90, and she still lives in a
house with stairs, but she goes up the stairs to bed
every night and her stairs is very, very dodgy but
nowadays with the technology they’ve adapted one (a
stair lift), and she sits on it at the bottom and goes up
to bed at night, and comes down on it. So really stairs
nowadays is a problem what can be overcome, but I
think you do need a downstairs loo but I believe they
do grants, so it’s not as expensive as what you think.”
Jack, aged 63, living with wife,
Sheffield Focus Group Participant
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Other participants echoed these thoughts, reflecting
on the experiences of older relative or friends who were
being successfully supported in their own homes with
a range of different type of assistance.
Of interest is the experience of one of the participants,
a man in his eighties who had been actively seeking
to move to a bungalow, but had in the end become
frustrated by the difficulties of finding a suitable
alternative property. Although he enjoyed good health,
his wife was becoming increasingly unwell, and the
decision had been made to adapt and renovate their
current home rather than move. His primary concern was
to ensure that should anything happen to him, his wife
would be able to manage in the house on her own.
Some of the younger participants reflected that although
they were not considering a move now, at some
point in the distant future they might need to move,
particularly if their health deteriorated or if their personal
circumstances changed. Many acknowledged that if their
spouse died and they were left on their own they would
at that point move to smaller property.

“My house is not suitable for adaptation, or even a
stair lift so I have to think, who knows what’s going
to happen to me next year, in the next couple of
years, so I feel I have to move now into ground floor
accommodation rather than next year because as each
year goes on you don’t know what’s going to hit you.”
Veronica, aged 80, living alone,
Newcastle Focus Group participant

“I am now ready to move, being too pig headed as I
have been in the past and too comfortable where I am,
but I am ready to move….but not to do with space, to
do with making a bit of extra money to spend.”
Donald, aged 78, living alone,
Newcastle Focus Group participant

Reasons for moving

T

		 here were also a small number of participants who
were actively seeking to move at the time the groups
took place. They were usually living alone, and were
among the oldest participants. Most were thinking of
the future, and what might happen if their health failed.
Large houses and particularly large gardens were
becoming increasingly burdensome. Although most
welcomed the opportunity to release some equity, only
one participant reported that equity release was the
primary motivation for moving. The recent slump in the
housing market meant that those who had put their
homes on the market were effectively stranded, waiting
for a buyer. Veronica, a widow, aged 80 and living in a
four bedroom detached house, explains her situation:
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Future uncertainties

New social networks

Other participants who were seeking to move shared
Veronica’s concerns about possible future health
problems, and the need for a more manageable house
and garden. However, not all were sure exactly what type
of property they wanted or where they should move to.
Indeed some people had decided to participate in the
groups precisely because they wanted to talk through
some of the issues and hear what others were planning.

As noted above, good neighbours and a safe convenient
neighbourhood were significant reasons for not moving.
Even for those who recognised that their house was
becoming unmanageable, the thought of leaving trusted
neighbours was challenging. Even more challenging
was the thought of getting used to new neighbours, and
developing social networks. Josie had been on the point
of moving to smaller property in the same area and had
then withdrawn from the purchase at the last minute. She
now regretted that decision. Her difficulties in deciding
what to do echoed those of other participants:

Preferred types of property
Bungalows were often talked about as the preferred type
of property, because of the level access, although some
of the female participants did not like the idea of sleeping
on the ground floor. Josie, recently widowed and living
in a large semi-detached house on her own, explains her
fear about living in a bungalow:

“It has taken me over 18 months to go upstairs at
night and not bolt the bedroom door…. I was
frightened to death, I was terrified, and I would
have to go through that again in a bungalow.
I’m not used to sleeping downstairs, I’m a coward me.”
Josie, aged 72, living alone,
Newcastle Focus Group participan

An obvious alternative would be a flat, but generally
speaking most of the participants were not enthusiastic
about flats. Many respondents wanted to have some
outdoor space. There were also concerns about privacy,
noise from neighbours, potentially high services charges,
and the possibility that lifts would not always be working,
leaving people with mobility problems stranded indoors.

“I wouldn’t mind a flat in a private complex with a
concierge with a big rottweiler so I’d feel quite safe,
and if I was on the top floor so I didn’t have people
above with their grandchildren staying for the
weekend, and a lift.”
Josie, aged 72, living alone,
Newcastle Focus Group participan
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“I couldn’t physically do it [move]. I wish I had, because
it was ideal. I like where I live, I know everybody,
but the gardens are getting too big…if I go now to
somewhere else out of the area, I won’t know anybody,
whereas now I know all the neighbours, friends, so I
don’t know what to do.”
Josie, aged 72, living alone,
Newcastle Focus Group participan

Moving nearer family
For those who had families, living nearer to family was
an important consideration. If family lived nearby, the
intention was often to find a property locally that was
better suited to their needs. Moving long distances to
be nearer family was seen to be risky as there was
always the possibility that younger family members
would themselves move at some point in the future.
Moreover, moving to a completely new area meant losing
crucial social networks, neighbours and friends. If their
preference was to remain in the same area, most said
they would still need a property that provided space for
family to come and stay. In this case two bedrooms were
seen as a minimum requirement, and some people felt
they would still need a three bedroom property.
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One participant from Newcastle was planning to move
nearer her daughter in the south east. She reflected
that friends would still come and visit despite the
distance. Her difficulty was finding a suitable property
when she lived so far away and could not regularly visit
estate agents, or view properties in the town where her
daughter lived. Searching for properties on the web was
unattractive to her as she liked the “personal touch”.
Although she recognised that her family would help her,
she was reluctant to draw on this help.

“It weren’t that she wasn’t seeing anybody, but
she did want to be nearer [family], and also it was
far too big for her the house, far too big for her,
she just couldn’t cope with it. I’d say she were
approaching 80, she’d be late seventies when she
moved. I were very sad about it, her moving,
which were selfish of me…”
Jack, aged 63, living with wife,
Sheffield Focus Group Participant

“There’s a bit of me that’s independent, and I don’t want
them interfering with my life.”
Louisa, aged 81, living alone,
Newcastle Focus Group Participant

Specialist retirement housing
Specialist retirement housing was not considered to be
a very attractive option for most of our participants, or
certainly not an attractive option for the immediate future.
It seemed from the discussion that specialist retirement
housing was only really suitable for the very old or those
who were really very infirm, and something to consider at
a distant point in the future. In one group the participants
reflected that if they lost their spouse, specialist
retirement housing would become a more attractive
option. Widowhood as a motivation for moving in later
life remains relatively under-explored, although this study
and other studies of retirement housing seem to indicate
that the loss of a spouse or life partner has considerable
influence on housing decisions.
Some people were uncomfortable with the idea of
living solely with older people, but others welcomed
the thought of a peaceful place without the noise and
nuisance of children and other younger neighbours.
Some had elderly relatives who had moved into sheltered
accommodation, usually flats, and most thought this
had been a positive move for these individuals, and
appropriate for their circumstances. Jack spoke about
his mother and her reasons for moving:
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Financial incentives for moving

W

hen prompted by questions about whether the
possibility of saving money on the costs of running
a home would be an incentive to downsize, it was clear
in all the groups that other concerns (as outlined above)
dominated moving decisions, although participants
acknowledged that money was, of course, an important
consideration. Note that it is always difficult in group
discussion as opposed to individual interviews to get
people to speak openly about their financial situation
and intentions. This area of people’s lives usually remains
intensely private.
In one of the groups (Sheffield) a fascinating discourse
developed regarding attitudes towards money in later life.

Cathy: “I don’t think it [downsizing] would cost
me a lot less.
Jack: “I don’t think there is a lot of financial gain.
A lot of people in that age what need to move,
I don’t think money’s that important to them,
I mean, what on earth would they want to make
say £20,000, £30,000 on their house for, what
would they need it for….we’re talking about old
people what’s life is perhaps going for a game of
bingo twice a week, and I don’t to make them out
to be fuddy-duddies, because some people enjoy
that type of life, perhaps they’re not fit enough to
go to the baths like that lady does, so what would
be the point in having an extra X number of grand
in the bank, you’re only going to leave it to your
next of kin. You know, it’s very important money,
but up to a certain age, and then it becomes you
know, I mean if you could save £10 a week, £15 a
week on your house costs, what’s that, it’s negligible
at that age.”
Facilitator: “The older you get the savings
aren’t so important?"

Jack: “That’s my view.”
Cathy, aged 61, living alone and Jack, aged 63, living with
his wife, both participants in Sheffield Focus Group.
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The discussion continued, and participants also reflected
that as they grew older their need for possessions and
material goods diminished.

Cathy: “I think there comes a point in your life, and
from that point on the older you get, the less and less
materialistic things, whether it’s money, or actual
objects, matter. I’ve seen it, older people they start sort
of clearing away, I don’t know whether it’s a mental
thing – I don’t mean they are mental – I mean
whether it’s in their minds that they must clear away,
and start getting rid of things, they seem to have less
possessions and the less they have, the less they want.
And I think my needs are far less than they were
however many years ago, so you’re completely right,
money becomes totally irrelevant as long as you’ve
enough for your day to day basics.”
Jack: “Yes, you’ve passed those years where you wanted
a bigger house, a bigger car, going out on expensive
holidays, you just seem to pass that stage where it’s just
not important.”
Cathy: You’ve done all your struggling.”
Jack: “You want to be comfortable, you want to be
warm, you want to be able to eat properly, and a month
in sun in Tenerife in the winter maybe, but you know
that’s it.”
Cathy, aged 61, living alone and Jack, aged 63, living with
his wife, both participants in Sheffield Focus Group.
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Experience of downsizing
Reflecting on these comments, and on other comments
regarding the expense and upheaval of moving, it would
seem that downsizing is not a particularly attractive option
for many older people. However, as noted above, some of
the discussion group participants had already downsized,
and their motivations and experiences provide a useful
counterpoint to the views of other participants who were
not planning to move.
One participant had moved from the south west of
England to live near her son who had moved to Sheffield.
Her reasons for moving were complicated. Her own health
had suffered after she had cared for her husband up to his
death. She had always intended to move back to the north
of England, where she was born and brought up. She
spoke about why she had decided to move, and how she
had pondered on the decision. However the main prompt
for moving had been her health difficulties. The choice
of location was influenced by the location of her family.
Nevertheless, she had thought carefully about what she
should do.

“That was one reason, because as you say you know
you never know what’s going to happen to you, when
I had my heart attack I gave myself twelve months to
think about what I would do. Because it was quite….
I didn’t look like I was stressed out about it, but believe
you me, inside I was, and I thought, do I really want to
die in [Town]? It may sound silly but if you’ve never
had the heart attack you don’t know what I was going
through because I lived on my own remember. And I
thought no, I don’t want to die in [Town], I want to be
up North and so I really thought about it seriously, and
what with my son being here, coming back, I thought
I’d rather be up North.”
Belinda, aged 64, living alone

Belinda had previously lived in a very large property.
The house and the garden were too big, and were difficult
to maintain. She said that she had few difficulties in leaving
her former home.

		

Belinda: “And I was glad to leave that house, I know
when I was moving out a friend said aren’t you sad
and I said no. To me a house is… it’s bricks and mortar
and yet I was looking for a photograph the other day
– and I’ve got photographs that go back over 40 years
– ‘cos the memories are up there [taps head] and
whatever you’ve taken of them, and you can have more
fun laughing and looking at photographs then you can
looking at your ten, eleven foot high ceilings thinking
I can’t get up to paint them no more.”
Belinda, aged 64, living alone

Another participant, Polly, a single woman, had also
downsized. Both she and Belinda spoke about the time
it had taken to find suitable alternative accommodation.
Although both had looked for a smaller, more manageable
property, a key consideration for both women had been
the location of the property with regard to local services
and facilities. Transport, shops, and leisure amenities
within walking distance were seen as a necessity, and
often outweighed the limitations of the house.

Belinda: “The only thing I don’t like - and I didn’t like
when I went to view it is the bathroom, but I thought
there’s only me I can live it. My bathroom in [town
where previously lived] was quite big, but I thought do
I need that much space? No, it’s not like I’m bathing a
baby anymore, so I put up with it because everything
else is perfect. It’s half way between the [main road]
which leads into Sheffield and the [main road] where
the trams are, so I’m in the perfect spot for transport,
the gym’s round the corner where I do my aqua class,
the library’s in the middle of [name] park. Even when I
lived in [town] I didn’t like anything that I needed to be
more than a 10 or 15 minute walk, so doctors, dentists,
banks, building society, library all those in a 10 minute
walk or 15 at the most.”
Belinda, aged 64, living alone
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As noted above, although Polly had downsized she was
seeking to move again to a larger property as her new
flat was not big enough to accommodate family visitors.
She was, however, looking to move into a larger flat within
the same block where she currently lived, as she liked
the location and her neighbours.

Conclusions

Q

ualitative studies such as this are not intended to
		 measure numbers of people who want to do one
thing or another, but more to gain insight into the range
of opinion, experience and thinking around particular
topics. The findings from the four discussion groups offer
highly useful insights into the attitudes of older people
towards moving, and in particular downsizing in later life.
In line with findings from other studies, many of the
participants expressed the intention to remain living in
their current homes come what may. Satisfaction with
their current homes, the convenience of other services
and facilities, and, importantly, good neighbours were
incentives to stay put. Others, however, were considering
moving or acknowledged that at some point in the future
they would have to move to a more manageable property,
or a property that would be more accessible if their health
should fail. It was clear however that many people
struggled with these decisions, and choices about where
to move and the types of property to seek were not easily
made. Of particular importance for the interest of this
study was that the possibility of saving money and/or
gaining equity by downsizing to a smaller property was
not perceived to be a particular incentive to moving,
and was outweighed by other more practical and
personal considerations.
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I

t is our understanding that very little is known about
how older home-owners operate in the housing
market. Therefore, as part of the project, a number of
additional questions were added to the monthly housing
market survey carried out by RICS. The questions were
added to the survey conducted in September 2008. The
intention was to attempt to get some measure - albeit
fairly crude – of how older people operate in the housing
market, and particularly whether the types of properties
older people are seeking are readily available. The
additional questions asked estate agents what proportion
of clients were older people, what type of properties they
were seeking to buy, what type of properties they were
seeking to sell, and whether these transactions were
relatively straightforward or took longer than average
to complete. The number of respondents that replied
to these questions was relatively small (n=74 and varied
across the 12 regions). Not all the respondents answered
all the questions. Consequently the results of the survey
must be treated with some caution. Nevertheless the
results do provide some useful insights into how older
people operate in the housing market. The results are
presented in the three tables below.

		

Table 13 shows the percentage of enquires received
from people aged 50 – 65, and aged 65 and above.
These percentages are averages for each region.
Table 13: Percentage of total enquires
received from older people

Regional areas

% of
% of
Number
enquiries enquiries of survey
from 50-65 from 65+ responses

North

23

10

2

Yorkshire & Humber

26

19

7

North West

23

5

5

East Midlands

27

10

8

West Midlands

20

17

3

East Anglia

44

18

7

South East

47

17

8

South West

29

12

12

Wales

24

12

8

London

43

8

6

Scotland

1

Northern Ireland

12

UK

30

7
12

74

41
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Table 14 below shows the percentage of people aged
50 and above seeking different types of property.
Table 14: Types of property sought by older people

% seeking
retirement
housing

% seeking
bungalows

% seeking flats

% seeking
houses

Number
of survey
responses

North

15

40

20

25

2

Yorkshire & Humber

11

39

21

22

7

North West

7

49

15

21

5

East Midlands

8

56

6

30

8

West Midlands

2

43

15

46

3

East Anglia

6

41

13

40

7

South East

5

43

18

37

8

South West

10

38

12

42

12

Wales

9

52

14

26

8

Regional areas

London

9

7

58

32

6

Scotland

45

30

20

5

1

Northern Ireland

8

57

18

22

7

UK

8

43

18

31

74

The responses indicate that retirement housing does
not appear to be a particularly popular choice. This
may be because of the greater proportion of enquiries
are from those aged 50-65 who are perhaps less likely
to be seeking specialist retirement housing than those
aged 65 and above. Bungalows appear popular, with the
exception of London (where 58% of clients were seeking
flats), and the west Midlands, East Anglia and the south
west where houses and bungalows were almost equally
sought after. This is in line with the findings from the
discussion groups which suggested that the “ideal”
for many people would be a two bedroom bungalow.
Nevertheless, the proportion of clients seeking either a
flat or a house is greater than the proportion of clients
seeking bungalows.
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Table 15 shows the percentage of people aged 50 and
above seeking to sell different types of property.
Table 15: Types of property being sold by older people

% selling
bungalow

% selling flat

% selling house

No. of
respondents

Number
of survey
responses

North

23

15

63

2

2

Yorkshire & Humber

24

16

62

7

7

North West

25

8

53

5

5

East Midlands

21

5

76

8

8

West Midlands

23

8

58

3

3

East Anglia

16

11

72

7

7

South East

19

15

68

8

8

South West

33

14

55

12

12

Wales

24

11

66

8

8

London

1

38

61

6

6

Scotland*

10

25

65

1

1

Northern Ireland

18

11

78

7

7

UK

21

14

65

74

74

Regional areas

Across all the regions, the majority of older people
were selling houses, with a smaller proportion selling
bungalows and flats. Again caution is needed in
interpreting these results, but of interest is the relatively
higher proportion of older people selling bungalows in
the south west, compared to elsewhere.
In terms of transaction time, most respondents reported
that these took the same as any other transaction.

		

Conclusions

A

s noted above, the results of the survey need to
be interpreted with some caution given the
relatively small sample size. However a number of
points seem to emerge. Firstly older people appear
to make up a considerable portion of the current
housing market. As noted above, those who have
purchased their homes prior to the house price inflation
of the last 15 years have made considerable equity gains.
They are less likely to be constrained by higher interest
rates, or by difficulties in raising a mortgage. While the
survey does not give us any clear indication of the size
of property that older people are seeking to purchase,
it does seem to suggest that a high proportion of older
vendors are selling houses, possibly larger homes, and
are seeking a range of alternatives including houses,
bungalows and flats. Of particular interest is the relatively
small interest in specialist retirement housing.
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H

ow best to meet the housing needs of an ageing
society is a key policy question. Frequently it is
assumed that older people who move will be seeking
“specialist” housing, such as private retirement housing,
sheltered housing or housing that offers independent
living but with care and support provided. While such
specialist housing has an important role to play, it is
important to note that the majority of older people live
in ordinary “general needs” housing, and many people
express their determination to remain living in their
own homes for as long as possible. Indeed there is an
increasing policy drive to offer services that support this
aspiration. Moreover the increasing numbers of older
people who are homeowners suggest that the private
sector, including organisations such as RICS and its
members, will have an important role both at the policy
level, as well as at a more grass roots level in providing
services to assist older people make the crucial decisions
around their future housing choices.
Reflecting on the work that has been undertaken for
RICS, it would seem that there are a number of key
messages for the organisation. Below we make a series
of suggestions as to how RICS should respond
to demographic change.

Working with other organisations

T

here are many national and local organisations that
		 are seeking to assist older people in making decisions
about housing in later life. Many of these already provide
highly useful information on housing (and other) topics
(for example, Age Concern), and others are in place
(for example Care and Repair services) to provide
services to older homeowners particularly around home
maintenance and repair. There are also various grants
available to assist with adaptations to home, improving
energy efficiency and so forth. It seems that RICS could
work in partnership with these agencies to a greater or
lesser degree.

Perhaps the starting point would be a discussion
with policy makers within Communities and Local
Government regarding how RICS and its members can
work to support the development of services for older
homeowners, and then extending these discussions to
include national bodies such as Age Concern, Help the
Aged, Foundations, Care and Repair England, the Elderly
3

http://www.firststopcareadvice.org.uk/
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Accommodation Counsel, and other key organisations.
The future demographic changes will be so profound
that it would seem sensible and mutually beneficial
to all concerned to at least establish a dialogue and
awareness of what different organisations are doing and
how they can work together.

Information needs of older people

I

mprovement to the provision of good information to
enable older people to make informed choices about
their housing is central to current government strategy
and policies, as evidenced in Lifetime Homes, Lifetime
Neighbourhoods (CLG, 2008). Those focus group
participants (particularly those who lived alone or did not
have family living close by) who were seeking to move
were often very unsure about what options were available
to them, and who to ask for advice. It would seem that
one of the areas where RICS and its members could
contribute most is that of the provision of information.

As noted above there are various organisations that
already provide housing information services to older
people at both national (for example, First Stop3 the
Elderly Accommodation Counsel, Age Concern) and
local levels, although local services are highly variable.
It seems that RICS would be well placed to assist older
home-owners access independent advice about the
range of options available to them. Links at both a
national and local level with organisations that provide
housing advice could usefully be made.
RICS could also help older clients identify properties
that would be most suitable for their needs as they grow
older. Within the industry it might be useful to consider
giving properties that are on the market an “age star” or
some other badge or mark that indicates that it would
be particularly suitable for older people. For example,
properties might be given an “age star” depending on
whether they have a downstairs toilet/bathroom (or the
potential to install such facilities), are low maintenance
or in a good state of repair, energy efficient, have level
access, a manageable garden, or are located within easy
reach of a range of facilities and transport networks. This
idea might need further development as the “younger”
old are often reluctant to describe themselves as “old”.
Note that within the focus groups the newly introduced
Home Buyers Pack were not particularly well regarded.
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Advice and support for moving

O

ne of the barriers to moving as perceived by our
		 focus group participants (and also supported in the
wider literature) was the upheaval and stress of packing,
sorting, and clearing a house. Again those who were
older and did not have family to support them were
most concerned. However when people did have family
support available, they did not always want their families
to help them. Ways in which RICS could assist in making
the moving process less onerous could usefully be
explored. For example, by providing information
about local removal companies that are particularly
sympathetic to older people, and provide a service
that is specifically tailored to their needs, or a directory
of reliable tradesmen who can help with some of the
essential tasks when people move. Other organisations
(for example, local Care and Repair services, or Age
Concern) may already provide such directories, and
the potential for linking with such organisation could
be explored (see above).

Messages for government

A

s independent researchers, we cannot speak on 		
behalf of RICS, but it is our understanding that RICS
is broadly supportive of the agenda set out in Lifetime
Homes, Lifetime Neighbourhoods. It would seem that
in commissioning this independent report RICS is
demonstrating its willingness to both engage in policy
debates around the implications for housing of
demographic change, and take a proactive role in
preparing its members to develop and enhance the
types of services that they might usefully offer to older
people. Such moves can only be welcomed.
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