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Executive Summary
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The Aim of the Project
This project was designed to explore the relationship
between market information, search behaviour and the
way households choose a new home. The research is
located within the behavioural economics tradition and
has been developed in response to two recent trends.
First, there has been an increase in interest in the potential
utility of applying behavioural economic models to policy
problems, particularly in the housing context; and,
second, there has been growing recognition that, relative
to supply side issues, the analysis of housing demand has
been neglected in recent years. This latter issue has
become particularly apparent as policy makers have
begun to wrestle with the challenge of re-energising the
housing market in an economic downturn.
The project seeks to provide insights into the behavioural
drivers of house moves; the nature and duration of the
search process; the extent to which households are
actually able to meet their needs and aspirations when
they purchase a new home; and the way in which
households collate and use information to frame and
inform the housing choice process.
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The Key Findings
The applied research involved conducting a survey of the
4,800 dwellings sold in Sheffield in 2010, provided by
the Land Registry. A total of 469 households provided
complete responses to the questionnaire.
The results offer insights into households’ attitudes
and preferences in relation to tenure, micro-location/
neighbourhoods, and house type. The study also
enhances our understanding of the processes households
use to uncover housing opportunities and the way
in which the decision making process relates to final
housing outcomes.
The survey results are summarised below in relation to
some of the key questions raised:

Why do households move homes?
In our study period, most households (60% in our survey)
moved as a result of changes in family circumstances. The
vast majority of our respondents (61%) were moving from
another home they already owned. Even in a recession,
the majority of moves represent an adjustment of existing
owner occupier housing circumstances rather than
transactions that meet the needs of new market entrants.

How long does the search process last?
Households move from initial sifting of opportunities to
active search at very different rates. 50% of households
wait more than one month after initially considering
moving before they start actively searching for a home.
15% wait more than six months. Only 30% of surveyed
households physically visited a property within two
months of first meaningfully considering moving, with most
of those among the 23% of households who felt under
time pressure (e.g. due to job changes etc). Households
who move for economic reasons tend to have shorter
search periods, viewing fewer properties, than those who
move due to dissatisfaction with their current dwellings or
who are seeking particular physical or design attributes
from their new home.

How intensive is the housing search process?
Many households tend to find a clear focus for their search
activity quite quickly. 12% of respondent households only
visited one property before buying, compared with 13%
who visited more than 16 properties. For most, however,
the process involves some refinement of neighbourhood
and house type preferences and this adds to the
complexity of the search. In the current thin market, a
large proportion (60%) of households purchase the first
home they place an offer on.
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Do housebuyers find their dream home?
The search process almost always involves a process of
refining preferences in relation to house type and microlocation. Few households know the exact neighbourhood,
type or size of property they want to live in at the start of
the purchasing process. One fifth of households change
their aspirations before their first visit to a property, and
20% change their aspirations between their first visit and
placing an offer. A surprisingly large proportion (more than
30%) of housebuyers do not feel that their new homes
meet their original objectives. This group comprises
individuals who had unrealistic expectations as well as
those who were unable to find a home that met their
preferences fully.

What information sources do housebuyers use?
The information that drives the search and choice process
is dominated by personal knowledge and internet property
searches. More traditional information sources (e.g.
newspapers, agents windows and estate agents
themselves) were important for fewer than 26% of
households. Households using the internet to search for
a property tend to be younger than other households.
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Implications of the research
The findings of this project challenge the conventional
economic theory that households engage in a well-informed
and rational process. A large number of households alter
their preferences (some repeatedly) and many feel that they
‘satisfice’ (settle for second best or least worst options)
rather than optimise when choosing a home. The
circumstances of the household, including age and the
drivers of the move, will alter the nature of the search
process and can have a significant impact on the intensity
and duration of the housing choice process. The complexity
and heterogeneity of households’ housing purchase
experience calls into question the extent to which
households might be ‘nudged’ by one size fits all changes to
financial incentives. Any attempt to change perceptions and
preferences ought to be located within a more nuanced
understanding of the varied types of households that engage
in the purchasing process. These house types should (and
could) be classified on the basis of their characteristics
(including age), economic circumstances (such as income
level) but also by their motivations for moving.
The role of agents, traditionally viewed as pivotal in directing
households to different locations and house types and in
helping form expectations about prices, has altered radically
in recent years. Relatively small numbers of households have
any engagement with agents. The vast majority of
purchasers now use internet listing services as the primary
source of information. The way this information is presented
is likely to play a significant part in shaping the way in which
households consider properties in different neighbourhoods,
homes of different types and dwellings in different price
bands. This is potentially significant given that it is well
established within the behavioural studies literature that the
order in which properties are presented can shape the next
steps in the buying process and can ultimately influence the
final choice of property. From a policy perspective, it might
be interesting to reflect on the way in which these sources
might be reinforcing or reducing segregation between
housing submarkets. From a business perspective, it is
possible that a greater understanding of the ‘science’ of
internet marketing might help agents influence the volume
and price of properties sold. This project serves to
underscore the need for further research into the housing
choice process.
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There has been a recent revival in interest amongst both
academic and policy makers in the potential use of ideas
from behavioural economics to shape public policy. This
has been driven in part by frustrations with the limitations of
mainstream economic models, and in particular their weak
behavioural and psychological underpinnings and has
brought renewed attention to the work of behaviouralists
such as Herbert Simon and the psychologists Kahneman
and Tversky (see Simon, 1978; Kahneman and Tversky,
1979; Kahneman, 2003). This resurgence is illustrated at a
general level by the Coalition government’s new (so called)
‘nudge’ group that has been set up within the Cabinet
Office to advise on the way in which policy instruments
might be used to change attitudes towards health,
education and welfare.
This renewed interest in behaviouralism is also evident in
the more specific context of housing market analysis.
The Department for Communities and Local Government
(DCLG) recently funded a scoping study to explore the
insights offered by behaviourally oriented economic models
in relation to the decisions made by a wide range of actors
including development planners, housebuilders,
landowners, owners, investors and renters (Ferrari et al.,
2010). Interest in behavioural analysis has also become
increasingly visible in debates within the academic housing
research community. In a focus issue of Housing Theory
and Society dedicated to this topic, the prominent
geographer, Susan Smith, is bullish about the arrival of the
behavioural turn in housing economics and its potential
utility, while Alex Marsh and Ken Gibb have called for the
development of an applied behavioural economics
research programme to enhance our understanding of
household decision making processes and, by extension,
to provide a basis for better informed housing and planning
policy (see Smith, 2011; Marsh and Gibb, 2011). The latter
contribution laments the failure to build on earlier
behavioural studies of housing choice (see Maclennan,
1982) which have remained under-developed conceptually
and largely untested empirically for more than a decade.
The DCLG study provides a further, very specific rationale
for re-visiting the behavioural agenda. It argues that, in the
market downturn, there is policy imperative to bolster
fragile and fluctuating demand. Unfortunately, however,
much of our recent research effort in housing economics
has focused on the supply side and, as a result, there is
little meaningful intelligence about what shapes the
attitudes, preferences and expectation of house
purchasers. The review reveals that there is actually very
little contemporary evidence about the factors driving
tenure choice, or the importance of house type and
micro-location in shaping household choices and housing
demand (Ferrari et al., 2010).
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1.1 Aims and Objectives
This project seeks to enhance our understanding of the
housing choices made by new house purchasers. It has
been designed specifically to explore the way in which
changing economic conditions influence households
attitudes, expectations and preferences and will seek to
shed light on a variety of aspects of the decision making
process. The project seeks to meet the overall aim by
considering the behavioural drivers of house moves; the
nature and duration of the housing search and choice
process; the extent to which households are actually
able to meet their needs and aspirations when they
purchase a home; and the way in which housebuyers
collate and use information to frame and inform the
housing choice process.

1.2 The Structure of the Report
The report has four further sections. Section two reviews
the existing literature. This review serves to highlight the
key challenges associated with understanding the
behavioural underpinnings of the housing choice process
and provides a framework that shapes the empirical work.
Section three sets out the research methods used.
Section four summarises the main findings. It works
through the key themes raised in the literature review. The
final section offers some conclusions and discusses the
implications of the findings for future research, policy and
practice. It is argued that the results of the study provide a
useful first stage in the development of a behavioural
model of housing choice that might ultimately help shape
policy interventions in the future.

2.0 Issues in the Analysis of Housing Choice Behaviour
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Housing consumption choice involves a number of
inter-related decisions. There is a decision to form a
household; a decision to move; choice of tenure; location/
neighbourhood choice; and selection of house type (and
size). The complexity of the decision-making process is
exacerbated by the fact that most households’ experience
of the exchange process is infrequent and few have up to
date knowledge about their options. This means that
households must also make decisions about their housing
search strategy – its scope, intensity and duration – as a
means of addressing the information deficit.
Mainstream economic analysis does not offer a
comprehensive model of this process. Rather the focus
has been on predicting the outcomes at individual and
aggregate level. The mainstream model assumes that
housing consumers have continuous, transitive and
well-defined preferences in relation to housing. The
housing choice decision is conceptualised as an intertemporal expected utility optimisation problem. The
predominance of utility maximisation emphasises the
role of humans as hedonists with an ability to gather
appropriate information, filter it and calculate the maximum
outcome in relation to their pre-formed preferences
(Heinrich et al., 2001). The consumer rationally and
continuously weighs up the likely financial outcomes based
on knowledge of factors such as future price appreciation
and wealth. The stages in the process are rarely discussed.
It is accepted that housing choice might be viewed as a set
of hierarchical and sequential decisions (e.g. housing
tenure is selected and then neighbourhoods are
considered). Significantly, the outcome of the process is
not contingent on the order in which decisions are made.
The outcome will always be optimal, irrespective of the
order in which choices are made. It is for that reason that
mainstream economic analysis can happily ignore the
detailed steps in the process.

The key implication of adopting a behavioural theoretical
model is that, in contrast to mainstream economic theory,
we would assert that households tend to take short cuts in
order to deal with informational and cognitive limitations.
Decisions are shaped by aspirations infused with
experiential knowledge – which has strong social and
cultural dimension to its construction. Social norms,
concerns about social status, and emotions are critical at
certain points and there is a clear difference between
information, derived from agents and constrained search
processes, and knowledge (see Ferrari et al., 2010;
Watkins and McMaster, 2011). The complexity of the
process means that errors of judgement are entirely
possible and aversion to making mistakes is a potential
source of inertia in the housing market. This has potentially
important implications for the wider operation of the
housing system. Outcomes of housing choice processes in
different local markets will reflect the particular institutional
arrangements and informational characteristics. Market
adjustment may be highly constrained – by inertia as well
as information constraints – and the housing system will be
extremely fragmented with only weak inter-connections
between segments. As a result, in terms of size and type,
households will in all likelihood be poorly matched to the
housing stock. The outcomes of this process are far less
predictable than the mainstream model would imply.
Disappointingly, however, behavioural (housing) economics
has not been able to offer a comprehensive and coherent
account that might serve as an alternative or complement
to the mainstream model (Watkins and McMaster, 2011).
But it does offer some signposts to the key issues that
need to be explored to develop a richer understanding of
housing choice and search behaviour. These issues are
discussed in the remainder of this section of the report.

This disregard for the housing process is not shared by all
social scientists. There are numerous schools of thought,
many of whom have shared intellectual antecedents in the
work of Thorstein Veblen (see Veblen, 1899), that contend
that household decisions, particularly in relation to
complex commodities such as housing, are far from
rational and are highly unlikely to lead to optimum
outcomes. Rather decision-making processes are socially
embedded. They are impacted on by emotional
responses, they can be hampered by a lack of or
inadequate information and may be constrained by the
cognitive limitations of the decision makers. This study is
located within this broad world view. The analysis that
follows is situated within a behavioural economics tradition
associated with the work of Herbert Simon (see Watkins
and McMaster, 2011 for a detailed account of the
ontological and methodological content of what they
describe as the ‘Old’ Behavioural Economics school).
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2.1 Understanding the Initial
Decision to Move

2.2 Starting to actively search for
housing vacancies

The decision to form a new home or to consider moving
home has traditionally been seen as a forced decision i.e.
there is a ‘trigger’ or ‘push-pull’ emphasis. In conventional
economic theory, the trigger will be based on a rational
response to changing economic circumstances.
Households will move, all other things being equal, to
increase their satisfaction or well-being. Yet recent research
has questioned this assumption and argued for a more
nuanced view of the reason for household moves. Hickman
et al. (2007) suggest that new formation is a result of a
complex interaction between four key variables: resources;
identity and dispositions; residential perceptions and
interpretations and notions of place. This resonates with the
behaviourally oriented analysis discussed above. It also
points to the idea that the decision making process may
have a complex internal dynamic.

Households must select a strategy for searching for a
property, including the search methods (or information
channels) and intensity (Maclennan, 1982). This decision
may not be made explicitly by the household, and may not
occur at the beginning of the search process (e.g. some
households are presented with a housing opportunity
before actively looking for a new property). Search
strategies are likely to reflect the institutional arrangements
within the housing market, and the relation of that
household to the overall institutions, although they will also
reflect the urgency of the household to move and the
availability of vacancies and perceived house price trends
(Marsh and Gibb, 2011).

The form of the household has played a relatively minor
role in attempting to understand the decision making
process. The standard economic construct, Homo
economicus, is self evidently an individual, yet it is possible
that decisions about location, tenure type and search
processes are determined jointly within households. It has
been argued that understanding the household as a
socially-embedded institution may provide greater insight.
Levy and Lee (2004) summarise four characteristics of
families that may influence the decision process; the family
life cycle, social class (family income), culture and sex-role
orientation. Previous studies have also emphasised that
within the process gender roles may exert influence at
different points in the process and with different
emphases (Davis and Rigaux, 1974). Levy and Lee (2004)
suggest that Asian ethnicity families in particular reveal a
public front of male dominance in the decision process,
yet women exert a great influence privately. They also
provide evidence of children exerting a direct or indirect
influence over the process and suggest that the age of
children will influence the decision. This highlights the
general point that household consumer decisions may be
collective decisions, and that the collective nature will vary
from household to household, in part depending upon
composition and characteristics. The communal decision
is further complicated by relations with the wider society,
partially dependent upon the institutional context of
housing sales, such as the role of estate agents or the role
of extended families and friendships, confirming housing
choice as a social rather than discrete and isolated
decision (Levy et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2006).
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Behavioural analysts argue that, in exploring decision
making processes, we need to consider the inability of
humans to gather and process enough information to
make a decision about the optimal duration of a search
and to know when exactly the search costs have
overtaken the utility of the future home (Ferrari et al.,
2010b). Determining the extent and intensity of the search
strategy will be partially dependent upon the attempts
others make to influence the process. In part to avoid an
infinite regress of maximising choices about the length of
search and information sources as well as reflecting the
cultural environment households will take short cuts to
decide where, when and how to search. Estate agents
may play a pivotal role not only in guiding negotiations
when a house has been determined (Smith et al., 2006),
but also in encouraging or discouraging an extensive
search, or to satisfice early. Perceptions of changes in
market conditions will also influence both estate agents
and household decisions about the urgency of finding
a property (Kiel, 1994). A behavioural analysis should,
thus, consider the social influences upon determining a
search strategy. It should also reflect on the source of
information and the way in which it is constructed and
presented (see below).
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2.3 Physical viewing, preference
refinement and making offers
Households tend to move from generalisable information
about properties to visiting a number of properties the
household is interested in pursuing to gain a deeper
understanding of the vacancy available. It is possible that
households will purchase a property without physically
viewing it, but this is considered to be unlikely in the
majority of circumstances as physically visiting the property
is seen as an important step in matching the household’s
aspirations and preferences to the properties available.
Placing an initial offer on a property, whilst not legally
binding in all housing markets, is an indication that the
household is interested in a specific property, and reveals
broadly the value that the household places on the
property. The actual price a household is prepared to pay
for a property may fluctuate in relation to the initial price
offered in varying housing market circumstances, in part
depending on the household’s desire for the property and
their understanding of the range of properties available and
the likelihood of a future vacancy becoming available within
their time frame at an appropriate price. This event reveals
that households have broadly found a suitable match for
their aspirations, although as their offer may be rejected (for
a number of reasons, e.g. whether a chain is involved), the
final outcome is also necessary to understand the
household’s willingness to satisfice, perhaps compromising
or changing some of their initial housing aspirations.
It is far from clear that homo economicus can compare
the details of properties to determine the cash value of an
added bathroom or even the decorations, and also rely on
capturing all of the major aspects for which households
value a property (e.g. bathrooms, garages, décor).
Behavioural analysts consider mankind’s ability to
compute this consistently with less certainty and therefore
draw on Simon’s (1978) ideas of bounded rationality. The
emotional state of household’s prior to and as they view a
property may influence their response to the property and
may therefore be reflected in the decision to place an offer,
or the level of offer.

It is also recognised that preferences may change during
the course of housing search and choice processes,
whilst outcomes act as a proxy for preferences at the
point in time that a housing decision is made, changing
market conditions may constrain the evolution of housing
preferences and therefore at the point of decision may be
a picture of a greater or less mature development of
housing preferences. This literature points to the need to
develop a deeper understanding of the way in which
households refine their preferences in the light of
information gathered and processed.
In summary, the existing literature points to the need to
explore:
• variations in household motivations for initiating the
choice process
• the nature of the search process and what this might
reveal about the different ways in which households
enter and begin the active phase of the search process
(where cognitive and informational constraints may
begin to emerge)
• the way in which households make refinements to their
preferences and attitudes towards different housing
options, in the light of the information gathered and
processed, and the extent to which they are able to
meet their initial objectives
• the source and role of the information sources that
are consulted during the housing search and choice
process.
These issues are considered empirically in section four.
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3.1 The Study Area
The empirical element of this project focuses on
housebuyers in Sheffield in 2010. Sheffield is in many
ways unexceptional in housing market terms. The average
house price for Sheffield over the 12 months preceding
May 2010 was £152,329 (Hometrack quoted by LASOS,
2012), this is slightly lower than the average transaction
price of all residential properties registered by the Land
Registry in 2010, at £157,167 (Land Registry, 2011). Clearly
the city has not experienced the exceptional house price
growth experience in London and the South East but it
has one of the highest value submarkets in the North of
England in Hallam in the South of the City. This high price
area co-exists within the local authority area with some
very deprived neighbourhoods, where difficult to let
properties are numerous. The rate of house price
appreciation has been highly variable across the city and
so too has the extent to which negative equity, arrears and
repossessions have been felt in the recession. In that
sense, it provides a study area like many others where
new buyers are priced out of traditional middle class areas
and where compromises and trade-offs need to be made
in relation to preferred house types, sizes and
neighbourhoods reputations.
The Office of National Statistics’ mid-year estimate for the
population of Sheffield in 2010 was 555,500 persons
(ONS, 2011), placing it within the top 10 most populous
urban areas in England and Wales. Sheffield had
approximately 237,000 residential properties in the city,
including approximately 178,000 private residences
(Sheffield City Council, 2010). Sheffield is situated
approximately 140 miles northwest of London, 30 miles
east of Manchester and 30 miles south of Leeds. It is
South Yorkshire’s largest city by population and area and
borders the Peak District National Park to the south.
Labour market statistics suggest that 8.9% of the
population were unemployed in 2010 (ONS, 2012), a figure
in line with the regional average, but significantly higher
than the Great Britain average (7.7%). The above average
unemployment coincides with a below average weekly
and hourly wage in comparison to the country as a whole,
despite having a marginally higher percentage of residents
with NVQ4 and above qualifications than the national
average (ONS, 2012).
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3.2 The Survey
In 2010, the Land Registry recorded 4,843 residential
transactions in the city of Sheffield, a turnover of
approximately 3% of private residential properties.
Our survey covered all of these addresses.
The survey was designed using standard research
procedures. A pilot questionnaire was sent out to 100
addresses selected at random from the Land Registry data
of residential property purchased in 2010. 7 responses were
returned from the pilot survey. An alternative population of
10 known contacts of recent home purchasers were also
sent a copy of the pilot survey, from which 7 responses were
returned. Interviews were then undertaken with 4 survey
respondents to provide a more detailed analysis of the
language and logic used in presenting the survey questions.
The interviews drew out the perceptions of meaning inferred
upon the questions. Amendments to the survey were made
in light of this analysis.
4,000 uniquely addressed questionnaires were then sent
out to dwellings selected at random using SPSS, from the
population of homes transacted in the study period. The
addresses were provided by Sheffield City Council and
were derived from Land Registry data. The questionnaires
were folded in half, and inserted inside a window envelope
with a self-addressed return envelope with freepost
address inserted alongside. These packs were distributed
with a 5 week return deadline, this covered 3 working days
for both outgoing and return postage and 4 weeks for
completion of the survey.
The initial response rate to the survey, at 10%, is slightly
below industry standards for housing questionnaires
perhaps due to the substantial length of the survey at
8 A4 sides. 399 completed questionnaires were returned.
A second sample was then distributed to the remaining
843 properties not sampled in the first mail out, and as
well as to a top up of 157 randomly selected addresses
that did not respond to the first mail out.
The benefit of sampling all homes traded is that there is no
chance of sample error emerging from the selection
process as the entire population is able to respond. Equal
opportunity for representation is however, not the same as
equal representation in the analysis, bias may emerge as a
result of the response rates between different household
types (see below). A further 70 responses were received
from the second distribution, ensuring 469 responses
overall out of 4843, a response rate of 9.68%.

The Land Registry data, provided by Sheffield City
Council, includes a range of criteria that are suitable for
measuring bias in the response rate, for example spatial
representation, time representation and property type
representation. The data is limited to attributes of the
property, and therefore whilst it is possible to compare
some of the household characteristics of the respondents
to other statistics (e.g. Census data), they are less credible
in representing the households moving in 2010, Council
Tax information could provide a reliable representation
of household type in the future if this information
was obtainable.
Spatial characteristics reveal an unequal representation
across the city. Several higher income wards including
Nether Edge, Crookes, Dore and Totley were marginally
over represented by the survey responses, while lower
income neighbourhoods such as Burngreave, Central and
Darnall were slightly under represented. This correlated to
the Housing Market Area statistics revealing an over
representation in the west of the city and an under
representation in the east and the north. This bias therefore
may induce an over representation of middle and higher
income households from the overall level of residential
purchasing households in 2010.
The distribution of property sales by month is uneven for
2010, following a roughly normal distribution curve over the
course of the year, with higher transaction levels in July,
August and September than the rest of the year. The
survey responses however do not mirror these transactions
with an over representation in June and October, and an
under representation in September and December. This
bias becomes important if households search behaviour
changed across the year, perhaps as a reflection of the
changing availability of property and other macro
economic factors (e.g. interest rates).
Detached properties are over represented in the survey
responses and flats and apartments and terraced housing
under represented. The distribution of detached, flats and
terraced housing is not spatially even across the city, and
may therefore be a result of the unequal distribution of
survey responses in proportion to the number of
properties sold in 2010.
Overall, while this potential bias needs to be considered
when reflecting on the findings, the responses generated
provide a reasonable snapshot of house purchasers from
which to draw some generalisable conclusions.
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This section summarises the findings from the survey. It is
organised in four main sections that correspond with the
themes drawn out in the literature review. Thus we look at
the stages of the decision-making process, differentiating
between the initial (relatively passive) phase and the more
active process of physical viewing and bid formation; we
consider the motivations that underpinned the moves
made; we consider the extent to which aspirations are met;
and finally we look at the sources of information used to
frame and inform the decision making process.

4.1 Stages of the Decision
Making Process
The majority of households that purchased in 2010 had
considered moving move prior to the start of the year,
with about one in six households having first considered
moving more than two years previously. 50% of households
started searching for a property in 2010. 40% of
households had viewed a property prior to 2010 and one
third of households had placed an offer on a property.

Table 1
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These trends correlate to the time gaps for individual
households between the various stages of their search.
Approximately 50% of households began searching for a
property within the same month as first considering
moving, whilst 50% waited to start their search. The
reasons households waited were not recorded as part of
the questionnaire, but presents a future research
opportunity, to discover why households want to move but
are not currently searching for a property, including the
15% of households who had not actively begun searching
for a property 6 months after seriously considering moving.
This question also revealed that some households now
begin searching prior to seriously considering moving, this
phenomenon may relate to the diminishing cost of obtaining
preliminary search information from the internet and mobile
phone technology. The survey also revealed that 17% of
households viewed a property in the same month as first
considering moving home, within 2 months over 50% of
households had viewed a property. A significant number
(14%) of households waited more than 1 year after first
considering moving home to view a property.

Percentage of households indicating each event in different time periods
Before 2005

Before 2008

Before 2009

In 2009

In 2010

First considered moving

1.3%

7.7%

17.6%

44.8%

37.6%

First started searching

0.7%

4.7%

10.1%

40.0%

49.9%

First viewed a property

0.7%

3.4%

7.6%

31.8%

60.6%

First placed an offer

0.0%

1.1%

3.8%

26.6%

69.6%
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Table 2 shows the time between first considering and
making the first offer on a property takes on average 8.6
months. Nearly one third of households made an offer for
a property within 2 months of first considering moving, an
additional 40% of households had made their first offer
within 6 months of first considering moving. Nearly one
fifth of households took longer than one year after first
considering moving before placing their first offer.

Table 2

Mean Time lags (months)
First
considering
moving

First
started
searching

First viewed
a property

First placed
an offer

First considered moving

0.00

First started searching

3.91

0.00

First viewed a property

6.69

3.17

0.00

First placed an offer

8.62

5.08

2.69

0.00

Moved into home

13.52

9.90

7.54

5.25

Moved into
home

0.00

As Table 3 shows 62% of households did not feel that their
search was under time pressure; however 23% were
under pressure. 40% of households increased the amount
of time they spent searching each week as their search
continued. 30% of households’ felt that the amount of time
they could spend searching each week was restricted,
highlighting the importance of utilising appropriate search
methods (see section 4.4. below).

Table 3

The nature of the Search Process
Strongly Agree/
Agree

Neither Agree
Nor Disagree

Disagree /
Strongly Disagree

Total length of the search under
time pressure

23.4%

14.4%

62.1%

Time spent each week was
restricted

29.6%

16.4%

54.0%

Amount of time we spent looking
each week increased

31.0%

28.1%

40.9%
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The distribution of the numbers of properties visited by
households is very broad, 12% of households only visited
one property in their search process, yet 9% visited 10
properties, and 6% visited more than 20 properties. At the
upper end of the scale, seven households viewed more
than forty properties and one viewed more than fifty. The
number of successful first offers was large: 60% of
households only placed an offer on one home, a further
25% placed an offer on only two properties, and only 4%
of households who moved placed an offer on more than
three properties. One household made 12 offers before
securing a home.

4.2 Motivations for Moving

The survey demonstrates that there is considerable
variation in the stages of the search process, its length
and its intensity. As might be expected, and as we discuss
below, the variation is to some degree a reflection of
different motivations for moving, differences in aspirations
and the characteristics of the household engaged in the
decision making process.

Those households whose moves have been prompted
by changes in economic circumstances or by area
dissatisfaction tend to have shorter search periods. Where
households strongly disagreed that economic changes
had an impact, or where the desire to find homes that
exhibited desirable design or neighbourhood attributes,
tended to search for longer and visited more properties.

Table 4

To what extent do you agree with the following statements?

Agree

Neither
agree
nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

14%

19%

12%

24%

31%

Change in family circumstances

33%

18%

9%

18%

22%

Dissatisfied with physical size
or design

11%

25%

16%

20%

27%

Dissatisfied with previous area

10%

17%

11%

25%

38%

Dissatisfied with financial situation
of our previous home

7%

10%

12%

25%

46%

Strongly
Agree
Change in economic circumstances

Table 5
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The most frequent reason for moving (51%) was change in
family circumstance, including standard event triggers
such as a birth or divorce. Design or size is next most
important factor (36%), suggesting pressure on or from the
physical property, these pressures may correlate to the
change in family circumstances as an event, but may also
relate to longer term preferences. There was relatively little
evidence, following mainstream economic theory, that
financial or economic rationality in relation to relative prices
was a factor.

Mean number of months between considering and moving (and motivation for moving)

Agree

Neither
agree
nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

12.3

11.3

12.1

11.9

17.2

Family Change

14.3

12.7

11.2

12.1

15.0

Design or Size Dissatisfaction

14.6

14.6

12.0

12.9

13.3

Area Dissatisfaction

12.0

11.7

12.9

12.0

15.7

Financial Dissatisfaction

14.8

12.2

12.4

10.6

15.5

Strongly
Agree
Economic Change
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4.3 Outcomes and Housing Aspirations
The differences in the nature of the search process, the
way it unfolds in practice, and the variations in motivating
factors, hint at the difficulty associated with trying to make
generalisable assertions about housing choice behaviour.
This is not surprising given that this study is partly
motivated by the notion that standard economic theory
pays too little attention to understanding the complex
nature of this process. The defence of the mainstream is,
of course, that the process is unimportant if we can
effectively predict the choices made. The basis for the
prediction is that the choices made will be optimal,
irrespective of the stages of the process, search intensity,
duration or the motives of the housebuyer. In this subsection, we begin to explore the extent to which
households feel that the home they purchase meets their
needs or helps them achieve the goals they set when they
embarked on the housing choice process. The survey
results provide a basis for reflection on the extent to which
decisions made may be viewed as optimal outcomes.

Table 6

As Table 6 shows, the most frequently cited important (VI
or I = 67%) aspiration was increasing comfort (which
related to views that the physical inadequacy of the home
was a dominant factor in initiating the search process),
while increasing social status is least frequently cited (9%).
Stimulation, personality and closer to friends are also VI/I
for significant numbers of households (34%, 33%, 30%
respectively). Increasing wealth is unimportant for 36%
and plays on a moderate or little part for 44% of
households. Underlying this wealth and social status are
more important to younger households and family and
neighbourhood attachments are stronger for older
households.

What did you want from your home when you first considered moving?

Very
Important

Important

Moderately
Important

Of Little
Importance

Unimportant

Increase Wealth

6%

13%

23%

21%

36%

Increase Social Status

3%

6%

18%

26%

47%

Increase Comfort

26%

41%

14%

9%

11%

Increase Stimulation

9%

25%

25%

18%

23%

Enable Personality

12%

21%

26%

19%

20%

Closer to friends

16%

14%

16%

22%

31%

Good Social Exposure

5%

16%

23%

24%

31%
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It has been widely argued that, given that few households
have recent experience of moving home, then the process
involves considerable adjustment with respect to the
preferred neighbourhoods, house types and sizes.
Although 30% of our respondents had moved in the last
three years, the vast majority of the recent movers
changed tenure. Those households who were already
owner occupiers – the vast majority (61%) – had relatively
little experience: 18% had not moved home within the last
fifteen years; rising to 31% who had not moved within the
previous decade.
60% of households knew the exact neighbourhood they
wanted to live in prior to first searching for a property, but
this figure increased to 75% when households were asked
if they knew of a few neighbourhoods they wanted to live
in. Whilst 10% of households indicated that the location
was unimportant, this leaves a significant proportion of
households that think location is important at the
beginning of the search process but are using the search
process to reveal important information about
neighbourhoods in order to make an appropriate housing
choice. The presentation of neighbourhood and local area
information introduced during the housing search process
is therefore likely to have an impact on these households.
In general, property type was less important to more
households than location, with 23% of households
indicating that type was largely unimportant. 50% of
households knew the exact property type that they
wanted to live in at the beginning of the search. This again
suggests that many households do not have a clear
understanding about the maximum outcomes available
prior to searching, whilst considering the outcome
important, highlighting the importance of the search
process in revealing opportunities and preferences.
Housing size is the category most households agree that
they know exactly what they want at the start of searching
(72%), but 12% disagreed that they did not know the exact
size, and 7.5% disagreed that they knew roughly how big
the home they wanted was. For most households
therefore, they have an idea of the size requirements they
are searching for, however some households use the
search process to discern their space requirements. 16%
of households did not mind how big the home was, other
factors were more important.
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There is evidence that, as might be expected, households
understanding of the vacancies available was partial at the
start of the search process, and for some households, as
indicated above, they may not have had any clear idea of
the location, size and type of property suitable for them.
The information deficit was larger for long distance movers
(see also Watkins, 1998). 21% of households’ hopes
changed between first searching for a property and their
first viewing of a property. This changed again, for 20%,
before they placed an offer on a property.
It is not entirely surprising, given the extent to which
preferences were adapted through the purchasing
process, to discover that many households felt that their
choice did not match their initial needs or aspirations.
There was some variation between different groups. Table
8 shows that households that disagreed or strongly
disagreed that their purchase accomplished their goals
had older mean ages than households who agreed or
strongly agreed for every question except for closeness to
friends or family. This may in part be down to the higher
than average age of households who considered
closeness to friends as important or very important.
There is a spread of at least 7 years for mean ages
amongst each of the agreement categories. For example,
households who strongly agreed that their move had
accomplished their goal of moving closer to friends were
on average 14 years older than households who strongly
agreed that their move had improved their goal of
increasing their social standing (see Table 8).
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Table 7

Percentage of households who agree that their new home accomplishes your goals?

Agree

Neither
agree
nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

14%

21%

27%

14%

24%

Increase Social Status

6%

15%

33%

15%

31%

Increase Comfort

44%

34%

13%

4%

5%

Increase Stimulation

20%

31%

25%

11%

13%

Enable Personality

18%

36%

26%

8%

12%

Closer to friends

22%

19%

22%

14%

24%

Good Social Exposure

12%

23%

35%

10%

21%

Strongly
Agree
Increase Wealth

Table 8

Mean age of respondents and agreement that new home accomplishes their goals

Agree

Neither
agree
nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

40.1

37.8

40.9

43.8

49.5

Increase Social Status

32.5

35.6

38.5

45.3

50.1

Increase Comfort

41.3

41.7

42.3

47.9

53.9

Increase Stimulation

40.1

39.4

41.1

47.4

50.6

Enable Personality

42.6

42.1

40.3

42.8

46.8

Closer to friends

46.8

43.0

38.0

39.6

43.7

Good Social Exposure

41.5

39.3

40.4

46.6

47.4

Strongly
Agree
Increase Wealth
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4.4 The Information Basis for
Housing Choice
Households do not all use the same information sources
in their search for a property, and when they use multiple
sources, the overall importance of each source to the
housing decision making process varies. The information
source most frequently cited as important or very
important was Personal Knowledge, with only 3% viewing
their pre-existing knowledge as unimportant in the
process. Friends and relatives were a useful source of
information for 50% of households, but the most
frequently cited source as important beside Personal
Knowledge was Internet based property searches (for
example Zoopla) at 80%. This contrasts to the importance
of ‘traditional’ sources of information such as newspaper
listings (19%), estate agents’ windows (26%) and Estate
agents in person (24%).

Table 9

How important were the following sources of information in deciding on your current home?

Very
Important

Important

Moderately
Important

Of Little
Importance

Unimportant

Personal Knowledge

57.1%

29.8%

7.4%

2.8%

2.8%

Friends and relatives

24.5%

25.2%

14.7%

15.6%

20.0%

Newspapers

6.5%

12.3%

16.8%

23.0%

41.4%

Estate agents window

7.6%

18.1%

19.6%

21.0%

33.7%

Estate agent in person

8.9%

15.7%

18.6%

20.4%

36.5%

Estate agent website

33.8%

27.7%

11.6%

9.4%

17.4%

Internet property search

59.0%

19.4%

5.1%

5.8%

10.7%

Internet area search

21.9%

19.0%

16.5%

16.7%

26.0%

The mean age of respondents considering the importance
of search sources reveals significant differences. The
mean age of households considering the internet property
search to be unimportant is 59, 20 years older than the
mean age of respondents who thought it was very
important. Conversely households who felt that estate
agents in person were of little importance or unimportant
were younger than households who felt they were
important or very important. There was no clear
correlation between household income or property price
and the importance of different sources of information.
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Table 10

Mean age of respondents and importance of search sources

Very
Important

Important

Moderately
Important

Of Little
Importance

Unimportant

Personal Knowledge

43.5

40.2

47.4

35.2

44.1

Friends and Relatives

44.4

39.9

37.2

40.1

47.8

Newspapers

46.5

44.4

39.7

38.1

44.2

Estate agents window

41.9

44.0

39.9

40.1

43.5

Estate agent in person

44.1

45.0

41.0

39.5

42.8

Estate agent website

42.4

40.0

35.1

40.8

50.3

Internet property search

38.6

41.6

43.3

49.4

59.1

Internet Area

39.3

37.4

37.7

43.7

49.6

The internet was the most likely source to be used very
often by households (60%), however 9% of households
never used the internet during the course of their search.
Table 11 below shows how dominant the internet is in
frequency of use, with 62% of households using estate
agents websites often or very often, in comparison to
estate agents windows (23%) or estate agents in person
(21%). This research also reveals the decline in importance
and frequency of households’ use of newspapers in
searching for a property.

Table 11

How often did you use the source of information?

Very Often

Often

Occasionally

Seldom

Never

Personal Knowledge

53.4%

24.7%

12.8%

4.6%

4.4%

Friends and relatives

19.6%

22.5%

25.0%

15.4%

17.4%

Newspapers

7.2%

14.6%

21.4%

20.3%

36.5%

Estate agents window

7.2%

15.7%

28.0%

22.1%

27.1%

Estate agent in person

6.7%

14.3%

24.2%

24.4%

30.4%

Estate agent website

31.2%

30.7%

15.7%

8.1%

14.3%

Internet property search

60.4%

17.3%

6.9%

6.0%

9.3%

Internet area search

21.2%

15.6%

19.9%

14.7%

28.7%
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The mean age of respondents to the survey when
considering the frequency of use of various information
sources correlates closely to the results for the importance
of information sources. Households who use newspapers,
estate agents windows and estate agents in person more
often tend to be older than households who use them less
frequently. Households who use the internet for property
or area searches more frequently tend to be younger.

Table 12

Mean age of respondents and frequency of use of search sources

Very Often

Often

Occasionally

Seldom

Never

Personal Knowledge

42.4

40.9

40.8

45.3

51.0

Friends

42.2

39.2

39.9

43.6

48.1

Newspapers

50.5

42.9

40.5

38.5

43.1

Agent Window

47.8

39.6

43.6

38.0

43.8

Agent in Person

46.1

44.7

40.2

39.8

43.5

Agents Website

42.4

39.1

37.6

42.1

54.6

Internet Property Search

38.2

43.8

44.7

43.1

63.2

Internet Area

38.4

39.8

38.3

41.3

49.4

Table 13 shows that 42% of households used the internet
throughout their housing search. However, 36% of
households used the internet most frequently at the
beginning of the search process prior to physically visiting
the first property, while very few households used the
internet most after their first visit to a property (6%) or
placing an offer on a home (3%). This suggests that
households that are not using the internet prior to the first
viewing of a property are relatively unlikely to use the
internet in the remainder of their search. This correlates
with use of estate agents as the highest frequency of
households use of estate agents is between the first
viewing and first offer stages (20%).
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Table 13

Search period in which information source was most frequently used
First
Consider
Move

First viewing

First Offer

Throughout

Never

Personal Knowledge

39.6%

9.4%

3.5%

41.0%

6.5%

Friends and relatives

29.4%

13.6%

6.4%

25.3%

25.3%

Newspapers

24.2%

4.6%

3.7%

17.1%

50.4%

Estate agents window

25.8%

10.9%

4.6%

20.5%

38.2%

Estate agent in person

14.5%

20.0%

12.9%

18.3%

34.3%

Estate agent website

29.8%

13.3%

4.3%

31.0%

21.7%

Internet property search

35.4%

6.4%

2.6%

42.2%

13.4%

Internet area search

19.5%

11.3%

10.4%

20.7%

38.1%
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5.0 Conclusions
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This project was designed to explore the process that
leads to households choosing and purchasing a new
home. The research has been developed in response to
two trends. First, there has been an increase in interest in
the potential utility of applying behavioural economic
models to policy problems, particularly in the housing
context; and, second, there has been growing recognition
that, relative to supply side issues, the analysis of housing
demand has been neglected in recent years. This latter
issue has become particularly apparent as policy makers
have begun to wrestle with the challenge of re-energising
the housing market in an economic downturn. Against
this backdrop, the project had the more specific aims of
providing insights into the behavioural drivers of house
moves; exploring the nature and duration of the search
process; examining the extent to which households are
actually able to meet their needs and aspirations when
they purchase a new home; and shedding light on the way
in which housebuyers collate and use information to frame
and inform the housing choice process.
The applied research involved conducting a survey of the
4,800 dwellings sold in Sheffield in 2010, provided by the
Land Registry. A total of 469 households provided
complete responses to the questionnaire. The results
show that house purchasers move for a variety of reasons.
The most common amongst these (60% in our survey)
were those motivated by changes in family circumstances.
The vast majority of our respondents (61%) were moving
from another home they already owned. Even in a
recession, the majority of moves represent an adjustment
of housing circumstances rather than transactions that
meet the needs of new market entrants.
The nature of the search process is also highly varied.
Households move from initial sifting of opportunities to
active search at very different rates. 50% of households
wait more than one month after initially considering
moving before they start actively searching for a home.
15% wait more than six months. Only 30% of households
physically visited a property within two months of first
meaningfully considering moving, with most of those
among the 23% of households who felt under time
pressure (due to job changes etc). Households who move
for economic reasons tend to have shorter search periods,
viewing fewer properties, than those who move due to
dissatisfaction with their current dwellings or who are
seeking particular physical, design attributes from their
new home.
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The extent to which housing choice is straightforward or a
linear process is highly varied too. Many households tend
to find a clear focus on their active search activity quite
quickly. 12% respondent households only visited one
property before buying, compared with 13% visited more
than 16 properties. For most, however, the process involves
some refinement of neighbourhood and house type
preferences and this adds to the complexity of the search.
In the current thin market, a large proportion (60%) of
households purchase the first home they place an offer on.
The search process almost always involves a process of
refining preferences in relation to house type and microlocation. Few households know the exact neighbourhood,
type or size of property they want to live in at the start of
the purchasing process. One fifth of households change
their aspirations before their first visit to a property, and
20% change their aspirations between their first visit and
placing an offer. A surprisingly large proportion (more than
30%) of housebuyers do not feel that their new homes
meet their original objectives. This group comprises
individuals who had unrealistic expectations as well as
those who were unable to find a home that met their
preferences fully.
An interesting by-product of the analysis came from our
investigation of the information that drives the search and
choice process. This revealed that information gathering is
dominated by personal knowledge and internet property
searches. More traditional information sources (e.g.
newspapers, agents windows and estate agents
themselves) were important for fewer than 26% of
households. Households using the internet to search for
a property tend to be younger than other households.
There are two broader sets of issues that emerge from
these findings. First, our evidence challenges the
conventional economic theory that households engage in
a well-informed and rational process. A large number of
households alter their preferences (some repeatedly) and
many feel that they ‘satisfice’ (settle for second best or
least worst options) rather than optimise when choosing
a home. The circumstances of the household, including
age and the drivers of the move, will alter the nature of the
search process and can have a significant impact on the
intensity and duration of the housing choice process.
The complexity and heterogeneity of household housing
purchase experiences calls into question the extent to
which households might be ‘nudged’ by one size fits all
changes to financial incentives. Any attempt to change
perceptions and preferences ought to be located within
a more nuanced understanding of the varied types of
households that engage in the purchasing process.
These house types should (and could) be classified on
the basis of their characteristics (including age), economic
circumstances (such as income level) but also by their
motivations for moving. There are clear challenges for
researchers in relation to developing useable typologies
of house purchasers. This can be done using techniques
such as principal components method and micro-survey
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datasets like the one generated in this project. There is
also scope to re-use the survey data collected in Strategic
Housing Market Assessments and to use national
secondary data sources such as the British Social
Attitudes Survey or the Survey of English Housing.
Second, it is clear that the role of agents, traditionally
viewed as pivotal in directing households to different
locations and house types and in helping form expectations
about prices, has altered radically in recent years. Relatively
small numbers of household have any engagement with
agents. The vast majority of purchasers now use internet
listing services as the primary source of information. The
way this information is presented is likely to play a significant
part in shaping the way in which households consider
properties in different neighbourhoods, homes of different
types and dwellings in different price bands. This is
potentially significant given that it is well established within
the behavioural studies literature that the order in which
properties are presented can shape the next steps in the
buying process and can ultimately influence the final choice
of property. From a policy perspective, it might be
interesting to reflect on the way in which these sources
might be reinforcing or reducing segregation between
housing submarkets. From a business perspective, it is
possible that a greater understanding of the ‘science’ of
internet marketing might help agents influence the volume
and price of properties sold. This project serves to
underscore the need for further research into the housing
choice process.
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