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This research report aims to clarify the role that regulation has played in determining 
the scale of private rental provision across Europe. This is a topic on which politicians, 
academics and other commentators take very different views, often on the basis of 
rather limited information. The objective of this project is therefore to help fill the evi-
dence gap by clarifying the changing scale of private rented provision in eleven case 
study countries in Europe; showing how regulation in the private rented sector has 
changed over the last decades; and assessing the other factors that have been impor-
tant in defining the role of the sector.

The project was sponsored by the Knowledge Centre for Housing Economics in Copen-
hagen. The Centre was set up in 2009 by Realdania, which also finances it. The Cen-
tre’s stated aim is to inform the housing economics debate in Denmark, and to act 
independently of political, business or commercial special interests. This is the first 
project that has looked outside Denmark as a starting point for helping to understand 
the Danish issues.

The research was carried out by the Cambridge Centre for Housing and Planning 
Research (CCHPR), University of Cambridge, England. The Centre was set up in 1990 
and undertakes multi-disciplinary research in the fields of housing and land use plan-
ning at both national and international level. CCHPR worked in partnership with LSE 
London, a research centre within the London School of Economics (LSE) which spe-
cialises in comparative analyses within the contexts of housing, urban economics and 
governance. 
 
The analysis was undertaken between December 2010 and May 2012. The project was 
led by Christine Whitehead, Professor in Housing in the Department of Economics at 
LSE. Christine was also Director of CCHPR from its inception until December 2010. 
There is a brief CV of Christine Whitehead on the book’s cover. The research team 
was made up of Sarah Monk, Deputy Director of the Centre, Kathleen Scanlon who is 
Research Fellow at LSE London, and Sanna Markkanen and Connie Tang, both of whom 
were Research Associates at CCHPR.

The research team would like to express their gratitude to the country experts who 
painstakingly (and often at short notice) filled in questionnaires, answered our ques-
tions, helped translate or clarify words and concepts, provided additional data, and 
read and commented on draft chapters and summaries. In alphabetical order, the 
team is much indebted to Per Åhrén, Baralides Alberdi, Jean Bosvieux, Peter Englund, 
Peter Gurtner, Bengt Hanssen, Marietta Haffner, Hans Lind, Rolf Müller, Michelle Nor-
ris, Viggo Nordvik, Timo Tähtinen and Bernard Vorms for their patience and insight, 
as well as their willingness to share their knowledge with us. We would also like to 
thank everybody who attended our project workshop in Cambridge in December 2011. 
While the content of this report is much improved as result of the contributions of 
these expert advisors, the research and report are the work of the team of authors who 
take full responsibility for the errors and misinterpretations that undoubtedly remain. 

Finally the research team would like to thank Curt Liliegreen and his team for their 
patience and support – both financial and intellectual. We hope that the result plays 
the role for which it was intended – to provide an evidence base for debate.

Christine Whitehead 
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The sTArTing poinT

The starting point for our research is the highly contested discussion about the role 
of regulation in determining the function of private renting across Europe. There are 
strongly held opinions about how and why private renting works or does not work in 
different housing markets and especially about the extent to which this is determined 
by regulation in general and rent control in particular. At one extreme, the argument, 
especially among economists, is that regulation constrains investment and excludes 
potential tenants; at the other regulation is seen as offsetting market failures and pro-
viding a more secure environment for investors and tenants.
 
The objective of the research was therefore to examine the experience of the last thir-
ty years to see whether there were clear patterns of regulation over time and across 
countries and how these patterns of regulation relate to the size of the private rented 
sector in each country. 

The ApproAch

The research involved the following stages:

•	 a	literature	and	data	review;	

•	 advice	from	country	experts;	

•	 a	roundtable	to	discuss	both	detailed	issues	about	individual	
countries and more general comparative and cross-country ques-
tions; 

•	 the	development	of	a	typology	of	regulation	which	was	used	to	
categorise the system in each country in the 1980s and 2000s; 

•	 an	analysis	of	the	relationship	between	the	strength	of	regulation	
and the scale of private rented sectors across countries; and 

•	 a	consideration	of	other	factors	that	affect	the	position	of	private	
renting relative to other tenures, including subsidy, taxation, 
investment and broader issues of economic policy and institution-
al regimes. 

The main report sets out context, methods and comparative findings. The annexes 
cover definitions; the evidence on the scale of private renting across Europe; support-
ing analysis of the impacts of regulation; and country-specific details of regulation and 
the role played by private renting in each housing system. 
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The eleven countries studied were Denmark, England, Finland, France, Germany, 
Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland. These countries 
include almost 70 percent of the total stock of housing in Europe and around 80 per-
cent of the private rented stock. 

An imporTAnT cAveAT

Before discussing the findings it is important to re-iterate that (i) the data are often 
poor and difficult to interpret – even something as basic as the size of the sector can be 
hard to determine, as each country uses its own definition; (ii) while general patterns 
may be clear, in each country there is an enormous range of regulatory detail which 
impacts on behaviour in different ways and cannot be easily summarised; and (iii) it is 
therefore important to read the main report in conjunction with the country chapters. 

A Typology of regulATion

The complexity of regulatory systems makes it inappropriate to employ a single sum-
mary measure of the degree of regulation. Instead the research concentrated on three 
main elements of regulation, looking both at their direct impacts and how they inter-
act with one another.

The three elements are: 

(i) how initial rents and rent changes are determined (which is 
the core element addressed in the literature on regulatory 
constraint); 

(ii) the extent of security of tenure available to tenants and 
the impact this has on landlords’ property rights. Security 
relates not just to length of lease, but also encompasses how 
easily tenants can extend their tenure, how easily landlords 
can gain vacant possession, and the right of the landlord to 
sell the property, whether tenanted or vacant; and 

(iii) the mechanisms by which these regulations are enforced 
and their effectiveness. 

A simplified typology was developed based on these elements, under which the regu-
latory structure of each country at two time periods (1980s and 2000s) was categorised. 
We employed three categories that reflected our assessment of the overall degree of 
regulation: low, medium and strong. 

findings on regulATion

In the early 1980s five of our case-study countries (Denmark, England, Finland, the 
Netherlands and Spain) had strong regulation; another five had medium/significant 
regulation (France, Germany, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland) and only one country, 
the Republic of Ireland, had low levels of regulation (starting from 1982 when rent 
controls were abolished).

Over the following three decades regulation eased across much of Europe. Deregula-
tion took place mainly from the 1980s (and in some cases earlier) to the mid-1990s. 
France was the exception in that it strengthened regulation significantly before par-
tially relaxing it again. Since the mid-1990s most systems have remained quite stable 
with some limited evidence of increasing regulation, notably with respect to security 
of tenure. 
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Deregulation has been concentrated in countries where the degree of regulation was 
highest in the 1980s and the most significant changes relate to initial rent-setting pro-
cedures. As a result there are examples of countries, in particular England and Fin-
land, moving from highly regulated regimes to almost unregulated ones. 

Looking to the current position, three countries – England, Finland and Norway – now 
have low levels of regulation while seven have medium regulation. Within the latter 
group three countries (Germany, Sweden and Switzerland) have regimes that have 
remained relatively stable over the period 1980-2010. France and the Republic of Ire-
land have seen increases in regulation, while Spain and Denmark have introduced less 
regulated systems. Denmark is atypical because the new, more relaxed regime applies 
only to dwellings built since 1991. Only the Netherlands still has a strong regulatory 
regime, and even there rents on more expensive properties are now deregulated.

It is important to make it clear that what is commonly thought of as rent control – 
nominal caps on rent levels – is hardly found today. Those countries that do combine 
strong rent regulation with sizable private rented sectors usually have systems that 
permit rents to adjust to near-market levels even though they are formally ’controlled’.

The scAle of privATe renTing

In the early 1980s the size of the private rented sector ranged from 63 percent in Swit-
zerland to 11 percent in England. By the 2000s the average size had declined but the 
extent of variation was similar – from 58 percent in Switzerland to 9 percent in the 
Republic of Ireland. The size of the sector remained fairly constant in Sweden, Germa-
ny and France, but most countries have seen declines in relative terms from perhaps 5 
percent in Switzerland to around 17 percent in Finland. Only in England has there been 
a significant increase in the proportion of private rented dwellings since the 1980s. 

Large scale private rented sectors are concentrated in countries with long histories 
of state support and fiscal benefits to encourage investment in private renting. These 
have helped to maintain its attractiveness in relation to other investment options 
including owner-occupation. Germany and Switzerland are the main examples among 
the case study countries. 

Countries with smaller private rented sectors usually have either strong social sectors 
or a policy emphasis on owner-occupation – or both. In these countries private renting 
has usually been treated as an investment good for tax purposes and often received 
few or no capital subsidies while owner-occupation has benefitted from fiscal incen-
tives and social renting has been supported by large scale subsidy. 

regulATion And scAle

Comparing the level of regulation in each country with the size of the sector at both the 
beginning and end of the research period shows very few clear relationships between 
regulation and scale. Similarly, changes in regulation are not consistently related to 
changes in scale – although in this context it is worth noting that change can be much 
more rapid in countries (such as England) where dwellings are not tenure-specific. 
 
Germany and Switzerland, where the largest private rented sectors are found, have 
both had quite stable systems of regulation and maintain large sectors. But regula-
tory stability is not enough to protect the sector, as shown by the case of the Nether-
lands where the sector has shrunk despite consistency of regulation. Among the other 
countries we see almost every possible pattern: deregulation can be associated with 
decline or increase, and increased regulation can also be associated with either. 

13
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generAl percepTions of regulATion

There is no obvious consensus across countries about how an effective private rented 
sector should be regulated. This is in part because of the very different economic, fis-
cal and legal arrangements in place across Europe but it is also a function of political 
attitudes to regulation more generally. 

Answering The reseArch quesTions

Four detailed issues were addressed: (i) What has happened to the size of the private 
rented sector in countries across Europe since the 1980s? (ii) What types of rent and 
security regulation were in place in the 1980s and how have they changed? (iii) How 
are regulation and the size of the sector related? And (iv) are there other factors which 
help to explain why the scale of private renting varies between countries?

The answers are clear-cut even though the picture is so complex: 

(i) The relative scale of private renting has declined in most of 
the case-study countries. Only in England has there been a 
really significant increase in proportional terms. In a small 
number of countries the size of the sector has remained fair-
ly stable; in others it has declined in proportional but not in 
absolute terms. 

(ii) By the 1980s ‘first-generation’ rent control, or limits on 
nominal rents, had mainly disappeared, and the ‘norm’ was 
strong control on rent increases, either for existing tenancies 
or for both new and existing contracts. This generally went 
hand-in-hand with long-term security of tenure for tenants. 
Over the period regulation has become both more flexible 
and more sophisticated – at its best taking account of market 
pressures while at the same time providing stability. 

(iii) There is no simple relationship between regulation and 
size. In some countries where regulation has been stable or 
increased, the sector has declined rapidly, while in others 
there has been little change in scale. Deregulation has rarely 
been directly associated with growth in the sector – England 
is the one obvious exception.

(iv) Other factors, including the taxation and subsidy position of 
private renting relative to other housing tenures and invest-
ments, and the scale of social housing provision, are as or 
more important than regulation in affecting the scale of pri-
vate renting, but each country has its own mix of regulation 
and other policies.

Overall, we observe a multiplicity of regulatory regimes different in both their basic 
approach and in detail. The size of the private rented sector is not just an outcome of 
these regulatory regimes but also of the relative attractiveness and accessibility of 
other tenures and the availability of other investment opportunities. 
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nexT sTeps

This report has examined how regulation has changed over the last thirty years or 
so and has shown that there are no clear-cut relationships that hold across countries. 
Most importantly private renting cannot be analysed independently of other tenures.

The report shows that tenure patterns are changing; at the same time the new eco-
nomic and financial environment means that governments are rethinking their pri-
orities. They are asking what role private renting can play as compared to social rent-
ing and owner-occupation in ensuring adequate affordable homes for all. To address 
this issue requires a closer examination of the incentives and constraints faced by 
landlords, tenants and owner-occupiers in the new environment and thus the factors 
affecting the balance between tenures especially after the financial crisis. The focus 
should be on countries that present clear lessons for Denmark – notably Germany, the 
Netherlands and the UK.

15
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Understanding the Impact of Regulation: 

Issues and Approach

1. Introduction

The introductory chapter clarifies the research question and approach: to 
exemplify the role of regulation in determining the function and size of the 
private rented sector across Europe. Eleven countries were chosen as case 
studies covering some 80 percent of the private rented sector in Europe to 
demonstrate the variation in regulatory patterns and the scale of the sector.

Definitions of private rented housing are compared and evidence is presented 
on how the size of the sector varies between countries and has changed over 
time. Almost everywhere in Europe definitions tend to be either a matter of 
ownership or the ‘residual’, meaning that private renting is deemed to encom-
pass stock that is neither owner-occupied nor social rented. In most European 
countries private renting has been declining since the 1980s in both absolute 
and particularly relative terms.

1.1 The reseArch quesTion

The starting point for our research was the highly contested role that regulation plays 
in determining the function of private renting in housing markets across Europe. The 
literature is full of very strongly held opinions about how and why private renting 
works or does not work in different housing markets, and especially about the extent 
to which this is determined by regulation in general and rent control in particular. 
Many commentators, especially market-oriented economists, citing evidence of the 
post-war decline in private renting and of poor conditions in what remains, argue that 
regulation has been almost wholly bad not only for landlords but for tenants. They see 
deregulation as the only means of reviving private renting. Others, usually more gov-
ernance oriented, point to countries where large, well-operating private rented sectors 
provide for the full range of housing requirements and suggest that they work better 
as a result of strong and stable regulation. 

The objective of the research was to examine the experience of the last thirty years 
across a range of European countries to see whether there were clear patterns relat-
ing regulation to the role and size of the private rented sector. To do this we asked a 
number of questions:

•	 What	has	happened	to	the	size	of	the	private	rented	sector	in	
countries across Europe since the 1980s?

•	 What	types	of	rent	and	security	regulation	were	in	place	in	the	
1980s and how did they change over the period to 2010?

issues anD aPProach
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•	 Is	there	any	obvious	relationship	between	the	extent	of	regulation	
and changes in that regulation and the size of the sector and its 
growth or decline over the period? 

•	 Are	there	other	factors	which	help	to	explain	why	the	scale	of	
private renting varies between countries?

The objective was not to pass judgement on the role of regulation nor indeed the role 
of private renting, but rather, more simply, to clarify the experience across a range of 
countries with different housing systems and so to provide an evidence base for more 
detailed analysis of what might be desirable in different contexts. To do this we looked 
first at the general picture of change across Europe and the definitions of private rent-
ing and indeed regulation. We then examined the principles that lie behind different 
regulatory regimes; the ways that these play out in practice; and how the nature and 
strength of regulation might best be described.

Using these typologies as a basis, we then examined the evidence from eleven case-
study countries to describe how regulation and the size of the sector had changed 
in each country over the thirty-year period. This allowed us to describe levels and 
changes in regulation; compare these to levels and changes in the size of the sector in 
each country; and thus to clarify whether there were clear patterns relating regulation 
to size. 

The final stage looked at other factors that are seen to affect the relative size of private 
renting in each country as compared to other tenures. Taken together, this detailed 
evidence allowed us to draw some conclusions about the role of regulation in its dif-
ferent contexts. 

1.2 bAckground
 
The role of the private rented sector (PRS) in a well-operating housing system has 
attracted increasing interest in recent years, especially in countries with relatively 
small private rented sectors. Attention has turned to the potential of the PRS to help 
provide more flexible access to the housing market; a better range of more affordable 
housing for those who must pay the market price; and to the possibility of increasing 
the role of private landlords in providing decent housing for those without the means 
to pay for it themselves.

Since at least the early 1900s, private renting in nearly all European countries has 
been subject to a wide range of regulatory measures. These addressed various issues, 
including housing shortages, notably as a result of war and rural/urban migration; 
more general problems of contractual asymmetries; and adequate dwelling and occu-
pancy standards. The pattern of regulatory development over the decades has dif-
fered greatly between European countries. In some, the underlying pressures have 
been towards a market-based system for determining rents and security once short-
ages have been alleviated. Some of these countries are ones that have also deregu-
lated finance markets and placed a strong emphasis on owner-occupation. Some have 
developed large social sectors which provide for many of those who would otherwise 
rent privately. At the other end of the spectrum, a number of countries have moved 
towards more sophisticated forms of regulation which make it possible to adjust to 
market pressures while maintaining security and predictability for landlords and ten-
ants alike. These countries tend to be ones with smaller social sectors and a continu-
ing role for private renting in providing for a wider range of households.

As a result of these different trajectories we now observe very considerable variation 
across European countries with respect to both the scale of private rental provision 
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and how this has changed over time. In some countries private renting has declined 
fairly steadily; in others significant turning points can be identified; in still others it 
has remained relatively stable as a proportion of the total stock.

In most cases, it is not possible to identify a single reason for the decline in the scale 
of private renting. This diversity of outcome can be linked to variation in econom-
ic conditions, regulatory measures and differing policy objectives that inform fiscal 
policies and subsidy systems. In certain countries the reduction in private renting 
is strongly associated with increased home ownership; in others the change can be 
linked more to increases in the provision of subsidised rented housing or the emer-
gence of other tenure forms. In countries where private renting remains the majority 
tenure (although usually exhibiting some slow decline at least in proportional terms), 
its strength is usually associated with tax benefits and a relatively strong regulatory 
framework.

Since the 1970s and 1980s, when privatisation and deregulation came to the fore in 
broader economic policies, the importance of a well-operating private rented sector, of 
whatever scale, has been increasingly recognised. In particular private renting is seen 
as the most suitable tenure for younger and more mobile households and therefore as 
a core contributor to a well-operating labour market. It is also seen as enabling more 
flexible use of the existing housing stock; as increasing competition and therefore 
reducing costs and improving affordability; as a means of bringing in equity finance to 
housing provision; and as a way of reducing the need for government support as well 
as individual debt finance. 

The benefits of private renting for a range of households are generally recognised. 
However there is no cross-country consensus about the details of how the sector 
should function. Differences in opinion centre on: 

(i) our understanding of why the private rental market is not 
operating as well as it could and therefore what needs to 
change to generate a well-operating market,

(ii) the continued emphasis in some countries on owner occupa-
tion as the tenure of choice for the majority of households, 
and 

(iii) more fundamental differences in understanding and expec-
tations about who is best served by private renting within 
a well-functioning overall housing market and therefore 
implicitly what scale of private renting would be desirable in 
different environments.

Many commentators see regulation as a core reason why a well-operating private 
rented market is not being achieved. Others argue that it is not deregulation but bet-
ter regulation that is required. More generally, many commentators note that other 
factors, such as the tax and subsidy regime or the size of the social sector, can be as 
or more important in determining tenure outcomes. One way of addressing these dif-
ferences in understanding is to compare the history and experience of private renting 
in a range of countries that represent the spectrum of regulation from near-market 
determination to strongly regulated rents and security. In this way it should be pos-
sible to identify the role of regulation in determining outcomes – and to draw some 
conclusions about how to achieve more effective private rented sectors in different 
environments.

The objective of this research is to provide a broad overview of how private renting 
has developed in Western Europe – since the early days of general economic deregula-



tion – and to examine the relative importance of regulation in the changes that have 
taken place. It is not our objective to develop formal models but rather to examine 
the full range of factors affecting the private rented sector’s position in the housing 
system in the different countries and to draw out implications for its future role in dif-
ferent contexts. Our expectation is that this analysis will identify a range of sophisti-
cated models (or regulatory regimes) operating in different economic, social and policy 
environments. These models generate outcomes relevant to the diverse histories and 
institutional frameworks across Europe and will not lead us to conclude, in a simple 
cause-and-effect way, that regulation is either good or bad. Our objective is not there-
fore to make prescriptive policy suggestions but rather to point to the important fac-
tors that policy makers might wish to take into account when addressing the future 
role of private renting in their own specific contexts.

To address these issues this research examined how regulation has operated and 
impacted on housing markets in eleven European countries which span the range of 
regulatory environments and histories of regulation. The countries studied were Den-
mark, England, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, 
Sweden and Switzerland. 

1.3 defining The privATe renTed secTor

The starting point for any analysis of the impact of regulation on private renting must 
be a clear definition of what is contained within the private rented sector and therefore 
its scale and composition. This may sound straightforward – but in practice definitions 
differ both in principle and practice. 

When discussing the value of a well-operating private rented market, analysts have in 
mind a sector which can be easily accessed through the payment of market prices. The 
term ‘private’ tends also to be equated with private ownership and profit orientation – 
and may also reflect a lack of subsidy. So the basis for definition is multi-faceted – and 
the most appropriate definitions will depend on the question being addressed. 

In practice the classification systems in national official statistics are informed by 
national traditions and the structure of national housing markets – so in one country 
the definition of the PRS may be based solely on ownership; in another on market allo-
cation; while in a third it may be the absence of subsidy that defines it. International 
statistics tend simply to accept these national definitions. As a result, simple data 
comparisons are difficult to interpret, even for apparently basic questions such as size. 
In the majority of countries the definition of the PRS is based on ownership. 

In some countries the PRS is simply all rented property that is not publicly owned, 
so it is a residual rather than a well-defined category. In others the definition relates 
to whether the lettings are, at least in principle, made for profit or at a rent agreed 
between the landlord and tenant. Other factors affecting classification in national defi-
nitions include dwelling or tenancy type, availability of subsidy, mechanisms for allo-
cating tenancies, and use of the dwelling. Table 1 provides one typology with respect 
to the most important differences in definition in the case study countries.

Definitions also vary within country statistics – notably with respect to whether dwell-
ings or households are the base; whether non-self-contained or furnished accommo-
dation is included in the dwelling count; and whether property let at zero rent or which 
is only for employees and therefore not available on the open market is included. These 
differences can result in very significant variations in the defined scale of the sector 
both between countries and over time within a country.
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table 1: national deFinitions oF the prs

prs deFined by type oF landlord or ownership
Denmark not owned by municipality or housing association; not owner-occupied.

‘real’ private rented sector in Denmark is considered as comprising blocks of three or more units in 
single ownership

england all rented dwellings not owned by local authorities or housing associations

Germany rented from non-public landlords (small private; private housing corporations; non-profit-oriented 
landlords such as housing co-operatives and residential housing corporations owned by churches), 
non-profit institutions serving private households or small/amateur private landlords

ireland rental housing not owned by local authorities, voluntary-sector agencies or housing co-operatives

netherlands rental housing owned by organisations, private persons or families

norway not owned or controlled by municipalities

sweden Privately owned, for-profit rental housing

switzerland owned by profit-making landlords and state-regulated institutional investors (pension funds)

priVate rented sector deFined by tenancy type
spain tenancy meets certain legal conditions

france Dwellings whose rents are not subject to legislation governing hLms

priVate rented sector deFined by subsidy and ownership
finland unsubsidised dwellings rented out for residential purposes by for-profit landlords

source: scanlon & Kochan 2011 (modified)

One of the most important issues in defining private renting relates to its role in 
accommodating lower-income households who may require subsidy to support their 
consumption. In some countries there is no formally defined public or even social 
housing sector based on ownership, but a significant proportion of the private rented 
sector attracts subsidy and is allocated at below-market rents. More generally, across 
much of Europe there has been increasing public/private co-operation and therefore a 
blurring of the boundaries between private and social housing. Thus in some countries 
social landlords may provide market housing while in others all social housing is actu-
ally provided by private landlords. 

Because of these shifting boundaries, some commentators have moved away from 
traditional definitions based on ownership, subsidy or indeed profit motives towards 
a definition which emphasises how the dwellings are allocated. The PRS is defined as 
rented housing allocated by the market, while social housing is defined as housing 
allocated by administrative means, usually at rents below market levels (Haffner et al. 
2010). Thus social housing is targeted on particular groups of household while private 
renting is open to all who can pay, no matter who owns it or how it was originally 
financed. Because of this shifting canvas it is important to understand that there is 
no single definition of the private rented sector; that the appropriate definition may 
differ depending on what it is to be used for – so even in this report figures may vary 
because of different availability of data; and it is not just the definition of private rent-
ing that matters but also how it links with social provision, subsidy and the definition 
of social and public housing. Annex 1 sets out some of these details for the case-study 
countries.

1.4 The scAle of The privATe renTed secTor

While there will always be some uncertainty arising from different definitions of pri-
vate renting in the statistics, it is possible to clarify both trends in private rented pro-
vision within countries and, with additional care in interpretation, its relative impor-
tance across countries. 
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We start with the data provided by international organisations. Annex 2 clarifies the 
total stock of housing in Europe (as normally defined); its distribution between coun-
tries and the proportion of the total stock in each country that is privately rented. It 
shows that only in Switzerland does private renting account for more than half of the 
stock, followed by Germany where it amounts to 49 percent. At the other extreme, all 
those countries with less than 10 percent private renting are ex-communist states. In 
most countries the proportion of dwellings in private rental ranges from one-quarter 
to one-eighth of the total stock. 

The eleven case-study countries included in the research account for almost 70 per-
cent of the total stock of housing in Europe and around 80 percent of the private rented 
sector stock. Table 2 uses a range of sources to show how the importance of private 
renting has changed over the last three decades. During that time the proportion of 
dwellings identified by the respective governments and other sources as privately 
rented has fallen in all but three countries – Germany (where the figure for the early 
1980s relates only to West Germany, so there may be no actual increase), England 
(where there has been significant growth since the turn of the century) and Sweden 
(where the estimates vary considerably because the official classification is based on 
dwelling type rather than tenure and does not generally differentiate between differ-
ent types of rental housing). 

The fact that the private rented sector in a particular country may have declined in rel-
ative terms does not necessarily mean that the sector has declined in absolute terms. 
In the majority of case study countries the total housing stock increased over the last 
three decades by between 20 and 25 percent. In Ireland the growth in the housing 
stock over the period has been over 70 percent. In numerical terms therefore, the scale 
of the sector has actually increased in countries where the proportionate decline has 
been quite limited. This suggests that in more than half of the countries included in 
our sample there have been increases in the numbers of units and households in the 
sector.

Proportionate declines were particularly concentrated in the 1980s; over the last few 
years the tenure shares have tended to be more stable, except in Switzerland where 
the rise in owner-occupation has been concentrated in the new century. Since the 
financial crisis a number of additional countries are beginning to experience increased 
demand for private renting, although this may well not yet be reflected in government 
figures. 

Table 3 below shows the relative scale of the PRS in the case study countries in rela-
tion to other tenures, based on the latest available data. It shows that the importance 
of private renting is clearly inversely related to owner-occupation rates but that larger 
social rented sectors are also important in determining the scale of private involve-
ment – notably in the Netherlands. Tables 2 og 3 together point to many different fac-
tors affecting the importance of private renting both over time and between countries. 
A major role of this project is to clarify the extent to which regulation is a significant 
part of the explanation.

1.5 The projecT
 
As already noted, the purpose of this project has been to explore the ways in which 
the scale, position and attributes of the private rented sector are related to changes in 
regulatory frameworks, housing-market structures and fiscal and other government 
policies. 

The design of the research strategy and methodology has been influenced by compara-
tive historical analysis, which is an approach that places special emphasis on institu-
tions and their path-dependent development (Mahoney & Rueschemeyer 2003). 
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table 2: trends in priVate renting in the case study countries (%) 

early 
1980s

early 
1990s

early 
2000s

current 
(estiMa-
te)*

cur-
rent 
trend

data source

denmark 22 (1980) 18 (1990) 17 (2004) 14 (2011) Declining Lunde 2010; Danmarks 
statistik – statistikbanken.dk 
table BoL 101

england 11 (1981) 9 (1991) 10 (2000) 17 (2010) Growing DcLG Live tables: table 1041: 
Dwelling stock by tenure, 
england

Finland 33 (1970) 13 (1990) 16 (2000) 16 (2009) stable Lyytikainen 2006; for 1990, 
oxley 1995; for 2009, statistics 
finland 2010

France 23 (1984) 21 (1992) 21 (2002) 21 (2006) stable insee housing survey 2007, 
cited in haffner et al. 2009

germany 45 (1982) 48 (1993) 48 (2002) 49 (2006) stable van der heijden et al. 2002 and 
Kirchner 2006, cited in haffner 
et al. 2009

ireland 13 10 9 (2004) 10* (2009) volatile for 2004, oecD economic 
surveys, other years scanlon & 
Kochan 2011

netherlands 19 13 13 10 Declining scanlon & Kochan 2011

norway 27 18 17 17* stable scanlon & Kochan 2011

spain 21 (1981) 16 (1990) 10-11 
(2001)

around 7-8* Declining oxley et al. 1995; hoekstra et 
al. 2010

sweden 21 (1980) 20 (1990) 22 (2002) 23 (2009) stable turner 1996 for 1945-1990; 
norris & shields 2004 for 
2002; andrews et al. 2011 for 
2009

switzerland 63 63 58 58 (2000) Declining swiss federal statistics 
Department 

*the most recent data displayed for certain countries in this table are based on the estimates of country experts or locally available survey 

results that are believed to reflect reality more accurately than official statistics. these figures do therefore not necessarily match the most 

recent figures from international or european data sets using official statistics displayed in table 3 (below).

The key focus in this research is on the private rented sector, including the sets of 
practices and rules that regulate this specific tenure and its relationship with other 
housing options. In order to place the PRS into a wider context, attention is paid to pol-
icy events and processes that have somehow changed or shaped the nature of the PRS 
or its relative position. This reflects an assumption that housing tenures, including 
the PRS, are socially (politically and culturally) produced entities whose properties are 
highly – though not entirely – dependent on context (for more detail on this approach, 
see Ruonavaara 1993).

The research was carried out in two phases. The first phase focused on describing 
the variety of regulatory frameworks and fiscal policies that may influence the size 
and relative position of the PRS in various European countries. In this stage, attention 
was given mainly to subsidies and tax incentives affecting the private rented sec-
tor directly. This phase of the research included eleven countries (Denmark, Finland, 
France, England, Germany, Ireland, Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden and Switzer-
land), which were chosen to provide a range of examples of different types of housing 
market and policy context as well as different forms of regulation.

The evidence gathered during the first phase suggested that there is no direct and eas-
ily predictable relationship between regulatory regimes and the size of the PRS. The 
size of the sector depends crucially not just on regulation and changes in that regu-
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lation, but also on the availability, accessibility and attractiveness of other housing 
options; on tax and subsidy systems and other policy instruments; and on fundamen-
tal issues of profitability and consumer choice. However it also suggested that there 
might be strong correlations between the varying strands of policy which impact on 
the relative attractiveness of different tenures.

The second phase of the project then expanded on these findings in order to identify 
the factors that have, in different contexts, generated changes in the private rented 
sector or influenced its role or relative position. Because of the more in-depth nature 
of the analysis necessary in phase two, the initial selection of countries was narrowed 
down to seven: Denmark, France, England, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and 
Spain. However additional material was also collected for the Republic of Ireland, Fin-
land and Switzerland because of particularly important elements in the development 
of their private rented sectors. 

The key data sources used for this project included scientific journals, policy docu-
ments, think pieces and online resources provided by statistical authorities, banks and 
international organisations. In addition to using secondary sources, we approached 
experts in the field of private renting in each of the case-study countries to help us 
contextualise the PRS and relevant policy discussions, and to give us a clearer under-
standing of the changes in regulatory frameworks and enforcement mechanisms in 
their respective countries. Details of country experts, to whom we offer our gratitude, 
are given in Part III.

table 3: tenure distribution in case-study countries (Most recent years)

country priVate rented social rented owner-
occupied

other

 % of the housing stock

Denmark (2011) 14 19 49 18***

england (2010) 17 17 65

finland (2009) 16 14** 66 4

france (2006) 21 18 57 4

Germany (2006) 49 11 40

ireland (2004) 9 12 79

the netherlands (2009) 10 32 58 5

norway 19 4 63 14***

spain (2008) 13* 85 2

sweden (2009) 23 21 40 16***

switzerland 58 3 35 4

* including social rented (approximately 2%) 

** including intermediate (approximately 2%) 

*** co-operative housing only in sweden and norway, Denmark incl. co-operative (approx. 7%) 

sources: finland: statistics finland 2010

spain, france, ireland: Dol & haffner 2010 (housing statistics in the european union 2010)

england: DcLG Live table 104, Dwelling stock by tenure, england

norway: andrews et al, 2010

Denmark: cchPr calculations from Danmarks statistiks data

Germany: haffner et al. 2010, p. 360

netherlands: statistics netherlands, sysWov, adapted by otB
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2.  Regulation in the private rented sector: 
 Principles and practice

This chapter looks at the positive and negative reasons for introducing regu-
lation in the private rented sector in both principle and in practice. It exam-
ines different types of regulation, describes how these address issues of hous-
ing shortage, equity and the relative power between landlords and tenants, 
and asks whether regulations improve the functioning of the private rental 
market. The different roles of rent controls, security of tenure legislation and 
regulation relating to housing quality are distinguished. The economics lit-
erature particularly on how and why rent controls have been modified over 
time is discussed, giving some insight into why economists and others hold 
such strong, and sometimes diametrically opposed, views about the costs and 
benefits of regulation.

2.1 why regulATion?

Private renting in the analytic literature is generally defined as a market system, often 
modified by regulation, in which willing buyers and sellers come together to provide 
and consume housing. The rents for this housing are determined by demand and sup-
ply, and the rent levels affect the decisions of both landlords and tenants. Thus on the 
demand side, what consumers want depends on their incomes; the price that they 
have to pay as compared to other goods – including housing in other tenures; their 
preferences for housing; the attributes of private renting; and the number of consum-
ers in the marketplace. Each household makes a joint decision about the amount of 
housing it wants, its location and its tenure depending on relative prices. On the sup-
ply side, the landlord’s decision to provide private rented housing is based on the rate 
of return that they can make on the property as compared to other possible invest-
ments – including for instance selling the property and investing in more housing 
for themselves or in a pension fund – and taking account of relative risks. If the mar-
ket is working well, demand will be satisfied at a rent which just gives landlords the 
incentive to remain in the sector. So the rent paid will be equal to minimum unit cost 
including normal profit.

In practice there are many reasons why the private rented market does not work so 
simply or so well – not least because housing supply does not adjust rapidly; housing 
attributes are so varied that not all the options are readily available; adjustment costs 
can be very high; and there is asymmetric information and relative power inherent in 
the landlord-tenant relationship (Arnott 1995). Contracts between landlord and ten-
ant are therefore difficult even to specify; they tend to be complex and may break 
down, leading to costs for both parties (Whitehead & Kleinman 1986, Whitehead & 
Yates 2010). More generally, the market for housing overall, and for privately rented 
housing in particular, is subject to a wide range of market failures which make gov-
ernment intervention to improve efficiency almost inevitable (Haffner & Boelhouwer 
2006, Oxley 2004).

As importantly, housing is a necessity of life and tends to absorb a high proportion of 
household income, especially for those on low incomes. If rents in the private rented 
sector rise out of line with these incomes there is pressure on government to intervene 
for distributional reasons to assure that people can afford adequate housing (White-
head 2003, Oxley 2004). Equally, if rents rise suddenly – for example because of a natu-
ral disaster or war – there is massive pressure to control the market to ensure that 
landlords cannot simply raise rents and so make excess profits at the expense of ten-
ants. Government intervention can take many forms. It can for instance provide social 
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housing at below-market rents, give income subsidies to poorer households, and tax 
those who benefit from higher prices. But historically, regulation has been the first 
response, especially when there are sudden changes in the marketplace and in hous-
ing conditions. One reason for this is that regulation technically needs only a stroke 
of the pen – governments do not need to fund it or to create a database against which 
to tax or subsidise. Moreover it appears directly to address the problem that is most 
obvious at the time of policy intervention. 

Early housing-market intervention took the form of regulation to specify minimum 
standards. In most countries, going back centuries, regulation was used to address 
externalities, particularly to control the spread of disease and fire. These regulations 
put up the cost of providing housing and generated major problems of monitoring and 
enforcement and indeed supply. As a result other interventions proved necessary to 
ensure that adequate housing was made available, especially for those at the bottom 
end of the market. Innovations such as the window tax, an early means of collecting 
tax from richer households, led to the need for regulation to support enforcement. 
Thus regulation becomes intertwined with other polices to generate a complex web 
of interventions which affect supply, demand, price, tenure choice and many other 
aspects of the operation of the private market. In principle the objective is to ensure 
a desirable allocation of resources to housing and to households. But in practice inter-
ventions generate both positive and negative incentives and the net effect is often not 
what was originally intended. Equally economic and social conditions change, so that 
what was appropriate in one environment may no longer acceptable in another. 

The most important rationale for regulating the private rented sector specifically (in 
terms of rents, tenure security and eviction) was usually the failure of supply to adjust 
as rapidly as demand. When for one reason or another demand increases, rents often 
rise well above the longer-term costs of provision. In these circumstances landlords 
make excess profits and there is pressure to even the playing field so that tenants 
are not being disadvantaged. More fundamentally, there are major issues of asym-
metry and power inherent in a contract where neither side has full information and 
these problems become more extreme in times of scarcity or when the distribution of 
income is uneven.

Thus examining the impact of regulation is not a simple matter. Not only are regula-
tions introduced for a range of reasons not always consistent with one another, but 
how they work depends on their exact form and the specific institutional, economic 
and policy context (Pareja-Eastaway & Sánchez-Martínez 2010). Thus any examination 
inherently requires an understanding of how markets respond in different environ-
ments and the relationship between regulation and other interventions, both posi-
tive and negative. The objective in this project is, to the extent possible, to examine 
how regulation has operated in different countries with different policy, financial, 
economic and social environments; to clarify the relative importance of regulation in 
achieving desired outcomes; and to assess the extent to which it has been beneficial. 
The core issues here are (i) whether regulation has helped address market failures and 
(ii) whether it has improved or worsened the distribution of housing and the cost of 
adequate housing, especially for lower-income households. Because of the complex-
ity of interventions in every country any analysis can only be indicative, but taken 
together some lessons emerge. 

2.2 Types of regulATion 

Regulation can take many forms, ranging from controls on rent levels and increases 
in these levels, quality standards and registration procedures to specification of the 
detailed content of rental contracts and the responsibilities of both landlord and ten-
ant. The earliest forms of regulation with respect to quality and occupancy did not 
relate specifically to private renting but, since this was the tenure for the vast majority 
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of urban households until at least the twentieth century, their application was nor-
mally in this context. More general issues of contractual responsibilities were dealt 
with under a growing body of landlord and tenant legislation, which in almost all con-
texts became more prescriptive and complex over time.

When analysts discuss regulation they are mainly concerned with controls on rents. 
These were introduced during the First World War in most countries in Europe, as 
large numbers of people had to move around and supply became more constrained. 
They were quickly followed by regulations ensuring security of tenure, as otherwise 
sitting tenants were often simply evicted. 

Thereafter, countries had different trajectories although most still had some form of 
control in place at the beginning of the Second World War. Post-1945, much of the 
emphasis was on alleviating physical shortages of housing, often with large-scale 
government involvement. Regulation of the private rented sector remained, often in 
modified form, at least until shortages eased. By the 1980s there was a great variety of 
regulatory frameworks across Europe, some very stable, others in flux. This research 
therefore uses 1980 as a starting point to clarify how regulation has changed over the 
last 30 years and its importance to the private rented sector in different European 
countries. 

This chapter identifies principles and categorises the different regulatory approaches 
to rents and rent increases, security of tenure and housing quality, and examines both 
positive and negative effects of these regulations in the private rental housing market.

2.3 renT regulATion

Most academic and policy analyses of regulations concentrate primarily on regulation 
of rents (e.g., Malpezzi & Ball 1993, Arnott 1995 and 2003, Anas 1997, Basu & Emerson 
2000, Lind 2001 and 2003, Hubert 2003, McFarlane 2003, Turner & Malpezzi 2003, Krol & 
Svorny 2005, Haffner et al. 2007 and 2008, O’Sullivan & de Decker 2007). 

Rent regulations are specific rules governing the rent that a landlord is allowed to 
charge for the disposition of a property. There are two main forms, which may be 
used together or separately. The first approach is to control rents by imposing a legal 
maximum (rent ceiling), which is below the market’s equilibrium level, on the rent in a 
particular housing market. The second is to control rent increases. Arnott (1995, 2003) 
classifies these approaches into ‘three generations of rent control’. First generation is 
therefore defined as the control of rent levels; the second and third are different types 
of controls on rent increases.

‘first generation’ rent control – control of rent levels
Arnott’s ‘first-generation’ rent control, or ‘hard’ rent control, restricts the level of rents 
across the whole, or a separable and defined element, of the private rented sector. It is 
characterised by a freeze on nominal rents, i.e., rents are fixed at their level on a par-
ticular date. This form of rent freeze has been characterised as keeping rents for both 
new and sitting tenants below the market level ‘forever’ (Lind 2001). 

As already noted above, this form of rent control was introduced in the early 1900s in 
Europe, the United States and some other parts of the world to check uninhibited rent 
increases and tenant evictions during wartime housing emergencies. After each world 
war, there were further sudden increases in the demand for rental housing from sol-
diers returning home. Problems were compounded by rural-urban migration in many 
countries. To prevent rents from rising to unaffordable levels, restrictions were main-
tained in various forms, and particularly after 1945, additional rent-control legislation 
was introduced in many countries (Hubert 2003). 
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‘Rent freezes’ lead to a significant fall in real rents if rents cannot be adjusted upward 
to offset inflation and increasing housing costs (Arnott 1995, 2003). They also generate 
incentives for landlords to leave the sector, especially if there are related but uncon-
trolled sectors such as owner-occupation on the one hand and lodgings on the other 
to which the properties can be transferred. Further they reduce the incentive to invest 
in repair and improvement. On the other hand, they incentivise tenants not to move 
when their housing needs change, and give both landlords and potential tenants an 
incentive to avoid and evade the law. As a result this form of regulation increasingly 
became unsustainable. From the 1960s onwards, particularly after the energy crisis of 
1973 and the ensuing rapid inflation, many European countries replaced the restrictive 
first-generation controls with more flexible second-generation or ‘soft’ rent control.

A key reason why it was possible to move to second- and third-generation rent controls 
was the introduction of rent allowances/housing benefit in many European countries 
from the 1970s onwards. According to Turner and Elsinga (2005):

 ‘The introduction of housing allowances also enabled the state 
to relax the rather stringent post-war rent controls in the private 
rented sector without jeopardizing housing provision and afforda-
bility for low-income households facing rent increases. They were 
seen as cost-efficient too in that they that permitted rents to rise, 
thus helping to keep the market efficient’ (p. 104).

‘Second generation’ rent control 
– control of rent increases within and between tenancies
The objective of second-generation rent control was to allow some mitigation of cost 
increases and so in particular to reduce the incentives for landlords to under-maintain 
their properties. There were limits on the size of increases. This approach was used 
widely across the world as an inflation-control mechanism. There were many vari-
ants of second-generation controls in terms of their restrictiveness. Some countries 
allowed landlords to cover some or all increases in costs, including taxes, operating 
costs and finance charges. Others indexed rents more or less to inflation. Even in the 
most restrictive systems, landlords were usually allowed to amortise the costs of sub-
stantial improvements to the dwelling (Turner & Malpezzi 2003). While this form of 
rent control limited the extent to which real rents fell over time, there still remained 
very significant incentives for landlords to disinvest. As more emphasis was put on 
maintaining viable private rented sectors, some countries moved towards deregula-
tion while others looked to third-generation rent control.

‘third generation’ rent control 
– control of rent increases within tenancies
Under third-generation rent control, rents are regulated within an individual tenancy 
but either not at all between tenancies or under a more generous regime. Its pure form 
is market rent determination on a new lease but controls over increases within the 
tenancy; Arnott (2003) calls this ‘tenancy rent control’. In principle this allows adjust-
ment to market returns while protecting the tenant from unexpectedly large increases 
and giving the landlord some security that cost increases are offset. It can be seen as 
a way of smoothing rent changes while maintaining a long-run rate of return which is 
competitive with other investments. 

Figure 1 illustrates one possible form of third-generation rent control which is con-
sistent with full adjustment of supply to underlying market conditions. Here the path 
of market rents reflects the long-run costs of provision. But because rents within the 
tenancy are determined administratively, initial rents will be set above long-run mar-
ket levels and will fall in real terms over the period of administrative determination. 
If predictions are correct about underlying market pressures and the administrative 
rules are transparent, this form of regulation can ensure the long-run equilibrium lev-
el of supply and the required rate of return over time – even for open-ended tenancies.
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Figure 1: the growth oF rents under third-generation rent controls 

tenancy starts in period 1 and rents are reset each ‘period’ of, say, 3 years duration, at a time when markets rents are rising 
strongly.

rent
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source: Ball 2010, figure 4

The impact of higher initial rents varies according to how long a tenant actually 
remains in a tenancy. Tenants who stay longer than the average will end up pay-
ing ‘too little’ in rent and those who stay for a shorter-than-average period will pay 
‘too much’. A benefit for landlords, in particular smaller landlords, is that controlled 
rents and rent increases reduce turnover and thus their transaction costs because of 
a reduced maintenance requirement and fewer vacancies. This ‘turnover minimising’ 
can bring not only consistent returns to landlords (Turner & Malpezzi 2003) but also 
greater rent stability to tenants.

In practice there is no clear separation between the second and third generations, and 
none of the various rules for setting the rent within the term of the contract have prov-
en to be consistent with long-run market requirements. The rules for setting the initial 
rent vary between countries: some do allow a market determination, including allow-
ing initial rents above the short-run market level. Others relate the rent to comparable 
properties, and in many countries tenants can challenge the rent if they believe it is 
unfair. Permissible increases in rents within tenancies are also determined in a range 
of ways, e.g., by reference to indices, cost increases, or ‘mirror’ rents. In general where 
both second- and third-generation rent controls obtain, more generous rent increases 
are allowed between tenancies than within tenancies, but there is no reason to expect 
these determinations to relate directly to the underlying economic pressures (Elling-
sen & Englund 2003). More fundamentally the necessary information on future costs 
may simply not be available.

Rent regulation in practice
Each of the two types of regulation – on initial rents and on increases – can have dif-
ferent degrees of stringency. Regulation of initial rents, for example, can take the form 
of rent caps (Norway) or points systems (Netherlands), or can tie initial private rents to 
social-sector rents (Sweden). In some countries, initial rents are not subject to regula-
tion but can be freely agreed (Finland). In others, initial rents can in principle be set 
freely, but charging a rent significantly above average rents in the area can constitute 
a criminal offence (Germany). In some countries (France) rents for new tenancies are 
regulated only for properties already in the regulated sector. There have also been 
changes in the scope of regulation. In the Netherlands, rent controls for high-value 
property have been removed whereas the rest of the sector continues to be highly 
regulated (Ball 2011).
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Rent increases can also be regulated in different ways. In some cases, rents cannot be 
increased during a tenancy, only between tenancies. This so-called rent freeze was 
widely used in the immediate post-war period in many European countries (Van deer 
Higden & Boelhouwer 1996) and may still be in place for older contracts or shorter 
fixed-term contracts. More commonly, and especially for indefinite contracts, increas-
es are allowed, but controlled. 

The control mechanisms to regulate rents can take many forms. In Sweden, rent 
increases are negotiated every year and increases in private rents are linked to rent 
increases in the social rented sector. In Germany and Norway, rents can be revised to 
reflect the local rent level at given time points. In the Netherlands, rent increases are 
decided by a parliamentary committee every year, while in Switzerland, rent increas-
es are permitted at any time if the landlord’s costs increase. In Spain, annual rent 
increases are linked to the general cost of living index.

Some countries use a combination of different ways of regulating rent increases. In 
Germany, for example, initial rents can be set freely, but must not exceed the rents for 
comparable dwellings in the same area by more than 20 percent. During the tenancy, 
rents can be increased if they are demonstrably below the local rent levels for compa-
rable dwelling units, but only every two years and not by more than 20 percent within 
a three-year period. 

Currently, the dominant form of rent regulation in Europe is some version of third-
generation rent control, although often with an element of control over initial rents 
(O’Sullivan & de Decker 2007) – but there remain enormous variations. At one extreme, 
in the Netherlands initial rents are controlled by a points system and rent increases 
are determined by parliament annually. Along the spectrum, Germany regulates the 
extent of rent increases over time (Haffner et al. 2007). At the other end of the scale, 
England now has no formal rent regulation, but parts of the private rental market are 
still characterised by some indirect form of control. This is because the levels of rents 
eligible for housing assistance for low-income households are restricted. It was found 
that almost half of private landlords set their rents close to these eligible rents (Haf-
fner et al. 2008). In other words, the rules governing housing allowances work as indi-
rect rent regulations at the lower end of the private rental housing market.

2.4 securiTy of Tenure

Rent regulations are usually combined with rules on security of tenure. When rent 
controls were first introduced, the immediate result was that landlords evicted sitting 
tenants and replaced them with others who were prepared to pay higher rents or side 
payments. So security clauses were added which gave the tenant, and sometimes even 
the next generation(s), the right to remain in the property as long as they met all other 
contractual conditions. 

Security of tenure is a set of provisions in the landlord-tenant contract which provide 
the tenant with protection against a number of types of occupancy risks. Most impor-
tantly, it provides security against the risk of ‘economic eviction’, when the landlord 
gets rid of the tenant in order to let the property to someone prepared to pay more. 
Taken together with rent regulation, security of tenure reduces the uncertainties con-
cerning the future path of rents. This can help both landlord and tenant as vacancy 
and turnover costs are also reduced. Another area which may be clarified by security-
of-tenure regulation is what happens if the landlord wants to sell, to transfer the prop-
erty into the owner-occupied sector or to undertake major renovations (Arnott 2003). 
Regulations on tenure security and their range tend to be stricter in countries with 
more stringent rent controls (Andrews et al. 2011).
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To ensure security of tenure, it is common to find that rental contracts contain regula-
tions such as notice periods and clauses under which the contract may be terminated 
by either one of the parties. There are variations across countries in the standard dura-
tion of a rental contract, rules for the early termination of the rental contract by the 
tenant, and the landlord’s right to regain control of their property once it has been let. 
Security of tenure is high during the period of the contract, as the right to terminate 
the contract prematurely is subject to certain conditions. In some countries tenants 
have more rights than landlords to dissolve the contract before its expiry date, espe-
cially if the minimum contract period exceeds one year. The standard duration of a 
rental contract is therefore of great significance in determining the time during which 
tenants enjoy security. This ranges from the six-month standard shorthold tenancy in 
England, to six years (for institutional landlords) in France, to (at the limit) countries 
such as Germany, Sweden and the Netherlands, where rental contracts are open-end-
ed or indefinitely renewable at the tenants’ request (Haffner et al. 2007).

Regulations on security of tenure are distinct from those that relate to eviction – i.e., 
the conditions under which a tenant can be removed from the property because they 
have violated the terms of their contract in one way or another (often because of rent 
arrears). Some countries where tenure security is high have relatively cheap and trans-
parent mechanisms for ensuring repossession. The effectiveness of eviction processes 
generally depends more on the overall legal system than on housing policy. In many 
countries eviction processes are seen to be more efficient than enforcement action 
against landlords who violate the rules. This reflects the more general issue of relative 
power between landlord and tenant at all stages of the contracting process. 

Security of tenure in practice
As with rent regulation, there is a wide range of ways in which the regulation of ten-
ancies, contracts, and the rights of both parties entering the contract vary between 
countries. This variation is seen between countries and sometimes also between dif-
ferent types of contract within a country. As a result, quantifying the degree of tenure 
security in any one country for the purposes of cross-national comparison is particu-
larly difficult.

Security of tenure is influenced by several factors. The key elements include: 

•	 duration	of	a	standard	contract
•	 compulsory	renewal	clauses
•	 notice	periods	and	contract	termination	
•	 rights	to	early	termination	
•	 effect	of	the	sale	of	the	property	on	the	rental	contract

Rental contracts are generally legally binding documents, granting the tenant the 
right to occupy a specific property owned by the landlord for a certain period of time, 
provided that they fulfil the responsibilities ascribed to them in the contract. The con-
tract includes information about notice periods and clauses under which the contract 
may be terminated by either one of the parties. The extent to which the content and 
the details included in a contract are regulated varies between countries. 

A rental contract may take one of two forms: fixed-term or indefinite. Many countries 
allow both types of contracts, although it is common for one type to dominate. The 
minimum duration of fixed-term contracts varies between countries and sometimes 
even between different contract types within a country. The duration of a standard 
or a minimum contract period can also vary depending on the category of landlord. If 
a fixed-term tenancy is continued after its initial expiry date, it may change its form. 
This shift may or may not be accompanied by a greater degree of contractual freedom. 

Where standard contracts are indefinite in nature, regulation may be in place to deter-
mine whether, and under what circumstances, fixed-term contracts are allowed. Both 
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types of contracts have benefits as well as costs, and the tenure security enjoyed under 
either type of contract is linked to a variety of factors. Long-term fixed-term contracts 
can provide a higher degree of security than indefinite contracts, if the landlord’s right 
to terminate them is well regulated. This benefit, however, may be reduced if the right 
of the tenant to end the tenancy before its expiry date is also restricted. 

Under indefinite contracts, security of tenure is determined by notice periods and the 
landlord’s right to terminate the contract. The less these are regulated, the more inse-
cure the tenant is. In a context characterised by long notice periods or restricted rights 
to end a contract, security of tenure can be fairly high. In the absence of these meas-
ures, however, tenure security is extremely low. Contemporary regulatory regimes in 
Europe provide examples of both of these extremes. In general, indefinite contracts 
provide tenants with a greater freedom to leave, while also reducing their security of 
tenure as the landlord is only obliged to abide by the notice period as agreed in the 
contract. 

Regardless of the overall level of security of tenure, tenancies may generally be ter-
minated in certain circumstances. In most countries, the landlord is able to regain 
possession of their property if they need it for their own use or for the use of a family 
member or a close relative, and sometimes for major renovation. Even then, the ter-
mination is subject to notice periods, and financial compensation may be payable. In 
countries such as Sweden and Germany where security of tenure is high, tenants have 
more rights than landlords to dissolve a contract before its expiry date, especially if 
the contract period exceeds one year. 

Fixed-term contracts may be subject to compulsory renewal clauses (as was the case 
in Spain until the mid-1990s), just as indefinite leases may be subject to regulation that 
restricts the landlord’s right to evict a tenant without an acceptable reason. Where 
such clauses do not apply, notice must be given by a landlord or a tenant. The mini-
mum notice periods vary greatly between countries, and according to circumstances. 
Different minimum notice periods may apply to rent increases, premature contract 
termination and contract non-renewal. In some instances, the minimum notice period 
depends on the duration of the tenancy. In many countries, landlords must give longer 
notice than tenants. 

Security of tenure is also influenced by regulations controlling the landlord’s right to 
sell a rental property. If no regulation exists, the landlord may sell the property at any 
time, provided they give sufficient notice to the tenants. Depending on the regulatory 
regime, a landlord’s desire to sell a property may or may not be regarded as acceptable 
grounds for tenancy termination. If a desire to sell does not constitute an acceptable 
reason for tenancy termination, the tenants cannot be required to move even when 
the property changes owner. Where such regulation is not in place and a tenant can be 
evicted if the owner decides to sell, the tenant may be entitled to first refusal, meaning 
that a landlord wishing to sell a property is obliged to offer the sitting tenant a chance 
to buy it before putting it in the market. 

2.5 regulATion of housing quAliTy

Regulation governing housing quality is the oldest form of government intervention. 
The regulations are generally aimed at ensuring safety and adequate building and 
occupancy standards. These standards tend to increase with economic growth and 
improvements in the general standards of living. For instance at the moment there 
is increasing emphasis on energy efficiency and sustainability, which carries with it 
increased capital costs. Regulations relating to quality are not normally related spe-
cifically to tenure. However there are types of regulation which mostly affect privately 
rented property – notably those to do with houses in multiple occupation and shared 
accommodation. 
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One of the main reasons for introducing housing quality regulation has been to ensure 
that privately rented properties meet a minimum level of decency and safety, to limit 
problems of disrepair and to provide incentives for landlords to maintain their occu-
pied properties adequately. Most developed economies have established basic housing 
standards which include key aspects of housing quality, performance requirements, 
and acceptability criteria with respect to each performance requirement. Many coun-
tries have long histories of strong state involvement in encouraging landlords to main-
tain their housing stock. Refurbishment subsidies and tax breaks are often provided 
to landlords for housing renovation, for instance in France after the urban riots of 
2005 (Ball 2011). In other words, government subsidies and tax benefits (conditional on 
meeting certain standards) provide incentives for landlords to raise quality in a way 
that cannot readily be enforced simply through regulation.

housing quality regulation in practice
Regulation is used to influence the standards or quality of rented housing. Such regu-
lation includes the imposition of quality standards on rented housing (e.g. the licens-
ing of houses in multiple occupation in England), regulatory frameworks that use 
amenities and the condition of the dwelling unit to determine acceptable rent levels 
(Sweden, the Netherlands), and regulation that allows rent increases, or greater rent 
increases, after energy-efficiency improvements or general refurbishment (Germany, 
France). Especially where annual changes to rent levels are regulated and security 
of tenure is high, regulation that allows landlords who upgrade their properties to 
increase rents by more than would otherwise be permitted can be an effective way to 
incentivise investment in the quality of the PRS.

2.6 undersTAnding The nATure of regulATion: summAry

The vast majority of the theoretical discussion of regulation concentrates on rent reg-
ulation – initially just on rent levels within a comparative static framework and then 
on rent increases and the capacity to adjust to market pressures. It is this discussion 
that has generated the typology of first-, second- and third-generation rent control, 
which makes clear the constraint that matters is the extent to which rents are held 
below market levels. Thus first-generation rent controls benefit tenants at the expense 
of landlords, while second- and third-generation controls may well benefit both land-
lords and tenants.

This concentration on rents is very much an economist’s viewpoint based on an 
assumption that other aspects of regulation, notably security of tenure, work in tan-
dem with rent control. In practice this can be an over-simplistic view, because long-
er-term tenancies with stable conditions may benefit both sides. Even so, security of 
tenure which constrains the property’s use and transfer, and the efficiency of contract 
enforcement undoubtedly have major impacts on the incentives for both landlords 
and tenants. 

The other main type of regulation, governing standards and quality, generally applies 
to all tenures except where tenure and the physical nature of the property and its use 
are related – e.g. in the UK there are stronger regulations for Houses in Multiple Occu-
pation which are normally, although not always, privately rented. 

The impact of regulation on the size and nature of private renting depends on the 
extent to which regulation imposes differential costs and benefits on landlords and 
tenants – or on private renting as compared to other tenures.

The discussion above makes clear that there are very different reasons for introduc-
ing regulation and equally many different potential outcomes. This is one very obvi-
ous reason why commentators hold such varying views on its benefits and costs. To 
unpack these elements more carefully, the next chapter examines the impact of regu-
lation in different contexts. 
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3. The impact of regulation  

In this chapter we look in more detail at how regulation in its different forms 
affects the behaviour of landlords and tenants – and ultimately the size of the 
private rented sector. We clarify the ways in which different forms of regula-
tion incentivise landlords through their effects on rates of return and risks; 
affect their preparedness to build or transfer stock to the sector; and modify 
tenure choice and tenants’ incentives to move. Based on this analysis, we 
look at hypotheses about the potential links between the degree of regulation 
and the scale of the sector and take a first overview of the apparent relation-
ship across case-study countries. Finally we note the role of other factors in 
determining the desirability and therefore relative size for private renting in 
different environments. 

3.1 how regulATion AffecTs The behAviour of lAndlords And TenAnTs 

The tables in Annex 3 show schematically the potential effects that various sorts of 
regulation can be expected to have on landlords, tenants and other market actors. 
There are two important points to keep in mind. First, for ease of analysis, the tables 
represent stylized situations of ‘pure’ rent control or security of tenure; in fact such 
pure regulations rarely obtain in practice, and there are nuances and legal and regula-
tory interactions that cannot be captured in a table. Second, the analysis assumes that 
landlords are rational profit maximisers, while tenants are utility maximisers. Given 
these assumptions the question asked is how regulations affect landlord returns and 
the certainty of these returns. In fact, studies have shown that many landlords are not 
in fact profit-maximisers. Regulations will still affect their behaviour, but they may 
not respond in the same way or to the same extent as profit-maximising economic 
actors would. Similarly the predictions about tenant behaviour will often be damp-
ened for reasons including inertia, lack of information and the fact that they have 
other objectives in addition to maximising housing utility. 

An important implication of this analysis is that the effect of new regulations on land-
lords and tenants already in the market (who experience unexpected changes in cir-
cumstances) is not the same as their effect on those who might be looking to come 
into the PRS. This group can be subdivided into those who do enter post-regulation and 
those who decide not to come into the market.

The most efficient regulations effectively address one or more market failures and 
therefore make the system work better for both landlords and tenants. Alternative-
ly, however, regulation may help one group at the expense of others or even harm 
both parties. Such regulations may have been implemented for other reasons than to 
address market failures – notably to help particular groups in difficult circumstances – 
or may simply have been ill conceived or poorly implemented. And as has already been 
stressed, regulation is only one element impacting on landlord and tenant behaviour 
– there is a vast range of other policies that also modify incentives. 

The core argument against regulation is that, whatever policy makers’ initial objec-
tives, it has reduced the incentives for landlords to provide accommodation and often 
led to established landlords leaving the sector when they would prefer to remain. This 
problem is inherent in first-generation regulation and is very likely to occur even with 
‘perfect’ third-generation regulation, which in principle can benefit both landlords and 
tenants.
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With respect to security of tenure and the rights to end a contract prematurely, the 
most usual objective has been to reduce the risks faced by tenants – often at the 
expense of landlords. It should not be forgotten, though, that there are good market-
failure reasons for improving contractual conditions and providing greater certainty 
for both sides. The same point applies to regulation on quality – it has the potential to 
improve matters for both landlord and tenant, but is often implemented in ways that 
increase costs without necessarily either fully benefiting the tenant or compensating 
the providers enough to make higher quality worth their while.

3.2 TenAnT proTecTion

The biggest benefit of regulation that keeps rents at below-market levels is seen to 
be that it protects the existing tenant against unexpected increases in rents during a 
tenancy. Sitting tenants are protected from adverse effects both in the controlled and 
uncontrolled markets, as rent regulation can create excess demand in the controlled 
market which spills over to the uncontrolled markets and pushes prices up there. 

However, regulations that lead to actual rents being lower than market rents will pro-
duce unequal distributional effects between different groups of tenants. For example, 
Hubert (2003) argues that long-standing tenants benefit at the expense of both new 
tenants (because they pay less than those having entered their contract more recently) 
and of prospective tenants, especially in situations where rents in free rental markets 
are generally rising. In later forms of rent controls this effect may be mitigated if sit-
ting tenants pay higher initial rents whenever the rental contracts are renewed. 

Combined regulations covering both rents and tenure security have mixed distribu-
tional effects on different groups of tenants. More mobile households with a low prob-
ability of staying a long time have easier access to the private rented sector because 
landlords tend to select them to limit the potential adverse costs of extra security. Less 
mobile households with a high probability of staying long-term may find it much more 
difficult to enter the market. Once they do occupy the dwellings, less mobile house-
holds can enjoy greater security of tenure and stable rents within tenancies. However, 
Ball (2010) argues that this pattern of exclusion creates unfortunate outcomes for the 
most vulnerable households, limiting their opportunity to live in rental property for 
long periods of time.

3.3 lAndlord incenTives

While most regulations are directed towards protecting tenants, some are beneficial 
to landlords. In particular Ball (2010) and others argue that landlords gain from longer-
term tenancies and greater security in the rental stream because it helps them keep 
‘good’ existing tenants who pay rents on time and treat their accommodation with 
care. Every time a tenant quits, landlords face the risk of a prolonged vacancy. Land-
lords have to invest in redecoration and minor maintenance in order to attract new 
tenants, who may fail to pay the rent on time or generate maintenance and adminis-
tration problems. Longer-term tenancies will therefore reduce transaction costs and 
guarantee a long-term income stream.

On the other hand, Rugg and Rhodes (2008) identify a range of economic benefits that 
short-term tenancies can bring to landlords. First, a high turnover of tenants means 
that landlords can minimise expenditure on repair, since tenants do not stay long 
enough for the need for repair to become apparent. Secondly, landlords can evict prob-
lematic tenants (who do not pay their rent or who damage the property) more easily 
and make a reasonable economic return. Thirdly, short-term tenancies offer more flex-
ibility and financial liquidity, and in particular make it easier for landlords to generate 
capital gains by selling the property when market conditions are suitable. 
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3.4 TenAnT mobiliTy

It has often been argued that rent regulations have a lock-in effect. They create an 
incentive for tenants to stay in the same property, which reduces not only house-
hold mobility but also labour mobility, particularly if regulated rents are below market 
rents. Tenants will find the costs of moving to be greater in a regulated than in an 
unregulated market because the occupant of a rent-controlled unit must give up the 
present value of the difference between the market rent and the controlled rent. OECD 
(2011) analysis shows that residential mobility in countries with relatively strict rent 
regulations is significantly lower than elsewhere. Krol and Svorny (2005) also present 
empirical findings that residents living in rent-controlled properties are likely to have 
longer commute times and bear additional costs in the form of fuel costs, automobile 
wear and tear, and the impacts of (a lack of) highway maintenance. This can be partic-
ularly detrimental to economically vulnerable groups’ participation in labour markets. 
The lock-in effect of rent controls may also mean that households delay the purchase 
of their first home, particularly if rent control is accompanied by a longer-term tenancy 
(Arnott 2003).

3.5 consTrucTion of privATe renTAl housing

The impact on new construction of regulation directed at the private rented sector 
depends particularly on whether the new dwellings are tenure specific. The decision 
about whether or not to invest depends crucially on the potential rate of return, and 
if dwellings are destined exclusively for the private rental sector then the regulato-
ry regime will have a strong influence on investment decisions. This is the case for 
instance in Denmark and Canada. The possibility of changing the tenure of a dwelling 
may be limited by formal legal constraints, but also by the complexity of rules and 
costs involved in transferring apartment blocks or individual apartments into owner-
occupation (e.g., through condominium, leasehold or strata legislation). If such a trans-
fer is relatively easy, as is the case in a number of European countries including the 
UK and France, the investment decision depends on more general incentives across 
all tenures. 

It has been frequently argued that strong rent regulation will usually produce lower 
rates of return on investment in the private rented sector as compared to other assets. 
This discourages investment and causes the sector to shrink, especially if dwellings 
can transfer to other tenures on vacant possession (Basu & Emerson 2000, European 
Central Bank 2003, Ball 2004, Pareja-Eastaway & Sánchez-Martínez 2010). 

Historical evidence suggested that first-generation rent control contributed strongly 
to the decline of the sector, especially in the period after World War II (Ellingsen & 
Englund 2003). However, even over this period many other factors came into play – 
notably differences in taxation between tenures (Nevitt 1966). In this context Harloe 
(1985) noted that ‘the impact of rent controls was far from simple and self-evident. 
In some countries, the most rapid decline in the sector occurred after 1960, at a time 
when rigid controls were giving way to decontrol or to more flexible controls which 
attempted to relate rent levels to quality and costs’ (p. 298).

The effect on construction of second- and third-generation rent controls is less clear. 
Lind’s (2003) empirical analysis found that rent regulation was only a minor factor 
in keeping housing construction at very low levels during Sweden’s economic boom 
of the late 1990s. McFarlane (2003) also found that second- and third-generation rent 
controls do not appear to have damaging effects on the construction of private rental 
housing. Taking a dynamic perspective, Lind (2003) emphasises that uncertainty about 
future regulations is the crucial factor affecting new construction where it is specific 
to private renting. 
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3.6 housing quAliTy

There is much debate about the long-term consequences of regulations on housing 
quality in the private rented sector. Ball (2004) in particular notes that the imposition 
of high minimum standards in housing will limit housing options for some private ten-
ants who want to accept lower quality housing for a lower price. He further argues that 
low price–low quality dwellings may serve as stepping stones for some people, ena-
bling them to afford a better home later on or to move into a different locality. Finally, 
sharing the same view as Lind (2003), he emphasises that housing quality standards 
can be a moving target. He points out that regulators tend to push up standards when-
ever a problem is perceived, and says this can damage confidence and reduce overall 
investment in the private rented sector.

3.7 The impAcT of regulATion on lAndlords And TenAnTs: summAry

Table 4 summarises some of the desirable and undesirable effects that the literature 
suggests may follow from the core elements of regulation in the private rented sector. 
It clarifies that simplistic interpretations will rarely be appropriate because outcomes 
will often depend on the detail of each country’s regulation; demonstrates how the 
different elements link together; and describes the effectiveness of enforcement pro-
cedures. It also points to other aspects of regulation that impact on behaviour – nota-
bly the extent to which regulated rents fall below market levels and therefore reduce 
the landlord’ rates of return (which affects preparedness to enter or stay in the sector) 
and the certainty about how effectively the regulation will be enforced. 

desired eFFects undesired eFFects
on the landlord on the tenant on the landlord on the tenant

rent regulation
initial rent 
setting

certainty – so helping clarify 
rate of return

existing tenants pay rents that 
are lower than new tenants if 
regulated rents are lower than 
market rents

reduces rental yield and capi-
tal value of the property, may 
lead landlords to under-invest 
in maintenance

sitting tenants may pay higher 
initial rents when rental con-
tracts are renewed

rent 
increase

if cost increases included may 
ensure a given rate of return

tenants are protected against 
unexpected increases in rents 
during a tenancy

may provide an incentive to 
evict existing tenants

Lock-in effect:  tenants stay 
in the same property, which 
reduces household and labour 
mobility, particularly when 
regulated rents are below 
market rents

security oF tenure
Long-term 
tenancy

allows landlords to keep 
‘good’ existing tenants, 
reduces transaction costs and 
guarantees a long-term income 
stream

offers certainty that long-term 
residence is possible

reduces the freedom of  land-
lords to sell the property and 
deters investment

Less mobile households may 
be discriminated against by 
landlords to avoid the potential 
adverse costs of extra security

short-term 
tenancy

minimises expenditure on 
repair, landlord can evict prob-
lematic tenants, offers more 
flexibility and financial liquidity, 
and in particular makes easier 
for landlord to sell the property 
when market conditions are 
suitable

Good for more mobile house-
holds, who may be preferred 
by landlords to increase their 
ability to raise rents or exit the 
sector

increases transactions costs, 
although this is less applica-
ble if the tenant has the right 
to extend the contract

tenants who prefer a long-term 
tenancy do not have certainty 
about whether and how long 
they can stay in the dwelling 

table 4: potential eFFects oF regulation on landlords and tenants
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3.8 The relATionship beTween regulATion And scAle 

The analysis so far suggests that some types of regulation can improve the rental 
product and reduce the costs of market failure. A well-designed regulation programme 
should, other things being equal, increase the size of the sector. On the other hand 
regulation that helps one side while adversely affecting the other will normally reduce 
the scale of private renting if the actors are able to adjust to underlying conditions. 
The outcomes of regulatory regimes depend on the general context within which they 
operate as well as their ability to find the right balance between too much regulation 
that deters investment and too little protection for tenants. As Turner and Malpezzi 
(2003) summarise, ‘Regulation per se is neither good nor bad. What matters are the 
costs and benefits of specific regulations under specific market conditions’ (p. 15). 

A starting point for examining the mixed impact of regulation on the size of the PRS 
is to relate our general understanding of the extent of regulation with the scale of the 
sector. At this stage the picture can only be indicative as we are making a preliminary 
assessment of the overall strength of regulation based on the initial literature review. 
The next stages involve clarifying how the degree of regulation might be measured 
more formally, then turning to detailed empirical examination of the details of regula-
tion in each country.

Even before our detailed analysis, we can see that there is no clear-cut relationship 
between the degree of regulation and the size of the sector (Figure 2). Most impor-
tantly, while regulation is frequently cited as the key factor discouraging investment 
in the PRS (and is therefore blamed for the sector’s small size in many countries), it 
appears that countries with low levels of regulation also tend to have smaller private 
rented sectors. Large private rented sectors can be found in countries such as Swit-
zerland, France and Germany, which are relatively strongly regulated. But there are 
clearly exceptions to any rule – for example, the Netherlands appears to follow the tra-
ditional economic hypothesis that strong regulation is associated with a small sector. 

Figure 2: regulation and the size oF the prs in selected european  
countries: an initial oVerView 

degree oF 
regulation

size oF the sector

low large
england switzerland

finland Germany

norway

Medium Medium
france sweden

ireland france

Denmark norway

spain england

switzerland finland

Germany

sweden

strong small
netherland Denmark

spain

netherland

ireland
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This mixed pattern may reflect the fact that in the real world things are always in flux 
and some landlords and tenants will not have fully adjusted to current conditions. It 
may also show that regulation does not modify market outcomes as much as is often 
perceived. In this context, current evidence suggests that across OECD countries there 
is no clear evidence that average rent levels are lower in countries with continuing 
rent controls (Andrews et al. 2011). This suggests that it is important to unpack the 
details of regulation in each country to understand how perception and reality might 
be different. In particular, regulation is not a single homogenous factor but includes 
elements that may incentivise expansion and others which tend towards contraction. 

Finally regulation is not the only factor determining the size of the PRS. The size, 
vibrancy and relative position of the sector is shaped by a range of practices, policies 
and contextual factors that affect supply and demand. The impact of regulation on the 
private rented sector depends on its interaction with other government policies that 
may aim to boost specific forms of investment and to support households differently 
across tenures. Government policies such as low-interest loans, operating subsidies in 
the form of interest-free loans or grants to enhance the rate of return on investment, 
favourable tax provisions including accelerated depreciation and tax-favoured invest-
ment funds, etc., may have at least as much impact as rent regulation, particularly on 
the construction of private rental housing. Equally, the fact that in some countries low-
income renters are eligible for government financial assistance but owner-occupiers 
are not affects household choice.

The size of the PRS is thus directly affected not only by regulation, but also by supply-
side subsidies to PRS landlords, the structure of income-related subsidy systems, sup-
ply-side fiscal incentives and demand-side benefits. Other indirect influences include 
the supply and accessibility of subsidised rental housing, the quality of social rented 
housing, the gap between social and market rents, households’ access to mortgage 
finance, instruments affecting the cost of homeownership, and the availability of oth-
er housing options such as co-operative housing. 

The next chapter looks at issues around the measurement of the degree of regulation. 
We are then in a position to examine the detailed empirical evidence in Part II.
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4. Measuring the nature and 
 strength of regulation

This chapter discusses earlier attempts at measuring the strength of regula-
tion and clarifies the approach taken in this research. 

There have been a number of attempts to measure the strength of regulation 
using a single index. The outcomes clearly depend upon both the attributes of 
regulation that are included and the weights given to each attribute. In this 
chapter we review the latest summary measures and argue that any single 
figure cannot reflect the complexity of regulatory regimes and the extent to 
which different elements may complement or offset one another. 

Our approach is therefore to distinguish the main elements of regulation; for 
each country to assess how each affects the degree of regulatory constraint; 
and to examine the extent to which the different elements work together. 

The outcome is inherently still a summary but one where the different ele-
ments can be examined individually at the time as giving a picture of each 
overall regime. 

4.1 ApproAches To meAsuring regulATion

Measuring the extent to which the private sector is subject to regulations and controls, 
and how well these are enforced, is difficult to do comprehensively even for just one 
country. This is particularly true because the reasons for regulation differ so greatly, 
with some types of regulation potentially benefiting both landlord and tenant while 
other forms clearly benefit one side at the expense of the other. It is even more difficult 
when a number of countries are involved. 

One approach has been to develop an index of the stringency of controls and regula-
tions. The first such undertaking, by Malpezzi and Ball (1993), was carried out as part 
of a larger international research project on the relationship between rent controls and 
housing-market performance. The purpose of this preliminary exercise was to explore 
how the strength of rent control might be measured and how any such index might 
relate to other policy indexes and outcomes. 

The sample consisted of 51 developed and less-developed mixed and market econo-
mies for which reasonable evidence regarding rent regulation could be obtained. The 
information regarding different types of controls and their strength was gathered via 
a questionnaire. 

The indicators used by Malpezzi and Ball (1993) included: 

•	 Enforcement	of	regulation	
•	 Coverage	of	regulation
•	 Initial	rents	
•	 Rent	increases	(measured	by	indexation)	
•	 Cost	pass-through	(landlords’	ability	to	pass	increasing	costs,	
 such as land taxes, on to tenants) 
•	 Treatment	of	new	construction	
•	 Rent	setting	for	new	tenancies	
•	 Tenure	security	
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Each country was ranked on a scale of 0-2 for each of these indicators. The 0 value was 
assigned when no regulation was in place, or regulation covered only a very small part 
of the stock; a value of 1 was used to imply a moderate degree of regulation or regula-
tion that covered only small proportion of the stock and a value of 2 indicated a strong 
degree of regulation across a large part or all of the stock. 

Because the effectiveness of any regulatory measures is intrinsically linked to its 
enforcement and coverage, scoring 0 on either of the first two variables (enforcement 
and coverage) resulted in the automatic assignment of 0 for all subsequent variables. 
In other words, points for regulation over specific aspects of the rental market were 
allocated only in countries where regulation covered at least a small proportion of the 
stock and where there was some evidence of enforcement. 

In order to capture the real effect of rent freezes and strict controls over rent increases 
across countries, a variable was created to indicate the level of inflation. The value 
assigned to this variable was established by dividing the average inflation rate over 
the period of 1965-1985 by ten. 

The final numerical values for the index ranged from 0 to 21, suggesting a wide degree 
of variation between countries. The results from this index were then compared with 
indices of house prices, land-use regulation and financial markets, with the ultimate 
objective of understanding how one influences the other. The preliminary analysis 
suggested that the less developed economies were no more likely to have regulation in 
place than more advanced economies, but where regulatory regimes existed and were 
enforced, they tended to be more stringent in lower-income countries. Countries with 
stricter regulatory regimes tended to have lower rents and higher house prices. 

A much more recent attempt to quantify the degree and strength of regulation was 
carried out by OECD economists Andrews et al. (2011). Drawing on data from the OECD 
Housing Questionnaire, the index included information on rent control and regulation 
of landlord-tenant relations for 30 OECD countries. The PRS and social rented sectors 
were assessed separately. 

The indicators used included: 

•	 Control	of	rent	levels	(the	existence	of	regulations,	their	coverage	
and the criteria used)

•	 Control	of	rent	increases	(the	existence	of	regulation,	its	coverage	
and the nature of the control mechanism)

•	 Ease	of	eviction	(regulation	over	acceptable	grounds	for	eviction,	
protection, and methods for settling disputes)

•	 Tenure	security	(any	regulation	over	minimum	contract	duration,	
contract content, average contract length and notice period for 
landlords)

•	 Deposit	requirement	(regulation	over	whether	allowed,	and	
restrictions on the amount). 

The index rated countries on a scale of 0 to 6. It suggested that regulation was strong-
est in countries such as Germany which had maintained rent controls over a long 
period of time and had indefinite contracts. At the other extreme within Europe were 
countries such as the UK, where rent regulation on new lettings was removed in 1988. 
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OECD cross-country evidence (Andrews et al. 2011) shows that stricter rent regulations 
and tenant protections are associated with a greater probability of being a renter.

4.2 our ApproAch

The objective of measuring regulation by some type of index or other summary 
approach is to stand back from the complexities of the specific institutional frame-
work in order to examine more general relationships and impacts.

An index where only one value is assigned to each country provides a snapshot sum-
mary overview of regulation at one point in time. The calculation of the index is based 
on explicit weights, but these ultimately reflect the interpretations of the researchers. 
Only if all the elements work in the same direction can a single measure reflect the 
underlying fundamentals effectively. Equally, they apply only to a point in time and 
may not clearly indicate important recent changes, so there can be a contradiction 
between the index of regulation and outcomes of that regulation.

A rather less restrictive approach with similar objectives is to describe regulation in a 
particular country or over time in relation to a set of core elements affecting the rela-
tionship between regulation and private rented sector outcomes.

Based on our analysis of regulation in Chapter 3, we identify four elements as particu-
larly relevant:

•	 rent	levels	–	initially	and	at	the	beginning	of	a	tenancy;
•	 rent	increases	both	between	and	within	tenancies;
•	 security	of	tenure	in	terms	of	length	of	contract;	and
•	 regulation	relating	to	enforcement,	eviction,	quality	etc.

This allows two distinct improvements: regulatory systems can be compared between 
regimes and over time on a consistent and clearly specified set of criteria; and the 
extent to which the different elements of regulation are positively or negatively related 
to one another can be more easily clarified.

To operationalise the approach we need first to categorise the nature of each regula-
tory regime. It is necessary to score each element by the strength of the regulation – 
for example, to say whether the strength of a particular control is low, medium or high. 
A difficulty with this approach however is that the larger the number of elements, and 
the larger the number of scores included in the assessment, the more the possible 
groupings – so there is a trade-off between summarising/simplicity and enabling all 
aspects to be fully taken into account. For instance, were we to restrict our categorisa-
tion to three main areas of regulation (such as rent levels, rent increases and security 
of tenure) and rank each as ‘low’, ‘medium’ or ‘high’, there would be 27 possible combi-
nations – although it is probable that only some of these combinations would be found 
in practice (Table 5 provides an example which reflects observed regimes). A core issue 
in limiting these combinations is the extent to which different elements are correlated 
with one other. In this context, both the researchers’ understanding and theory can be 
used to determine what simplifications can reasonably be made, while still maintain-
ing adequate detail.
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table 5: expected eFFects on the housing systeM 
oF typical regulatory coMbinations: an exaMple 

extent oF regulation  
(high-MediuM-low)

likely eFFect on prs

rent levels rent 
increases

security of 
tenure

Low Low Low market-determined scale 

Low Low medium some benefits to both sides – best in countries with stable prices

Low Low high Best in countries with stable prices and clear enforcement of contract

Low medium medium Disincentives to landlord if costs/prices expected to rise 

medium high high Disincentives to landlords unless regulated initial rents mirror market, 
costs/prices are stable and there are few other investment opportunities

high medium medium strong disincentives to landlords unless initial regulated rents mirror market 

When attributing scores, analysts tend to see a spectrum from unregulated or market 
to highly regulated, where government makes the decisions. But, depending on how 
an individual measure is to be used, this may provide only a partial picture. As we 
have noted, certain types of regulation may help landlords, others may help tenants, 
and still others may help both. If this dimension is to be recognised effectively, there 
is a further stage required in the analysis, transposing the form of regulation into a 
measure of impact.

While we do not intend to bring the scores for each element into a single measure, for 
the reasons discussed above, we do need to clarify to the extent possible the impor-
tance to be placed on the different aspects of regulation. Here again, the use of more 
elements allows more sophistication but also makes more demands on both theory 
and expert knowledge.

Finally, any summary measure of regulation will provide only a small part of the 
answer as to how regulation affects housing markets. For instance, the group of coun-
tries with strong regulatory systems includes both one of the smallest and one of the 
largest private rented sectors in Europe, which implies that the impacts of superfi-
cially similar regulatory systems are actually very different. Thus, understanding the 
impact of regulation requires at least three other elements:

•	 First,	in	addition	to	the	core	regulatory	features,	there	are	other	
factors that impact on incentives to be in the market either as 
landlord or tenant. These include not just policy measures but 
also market factors – e.g., access to funding.

•	 Second,	it	is	important	to	realise	that	the	relationship	between	
particular regulations and size can often not be deduced from 
summary information. So, for instance, a well organised third-
generation rent control system, which under most classifications 
would be technically heavily regulated, may support private rent-
ing, while one that is poorly implemented whatever the extent 
of formal regulation may well result in a smaller private rented 
sector.

•	 Third,	there	is	the	issue	of	adjustment.	Is	a	private	rented	sec-
tor large or small because actors have adjusted to the regulatory 
framework and other determining factors, or are there reasons to 
think that long-run equilibrium has not yet been reached?

•	 A	final	issue	is	the	relative	position	of	private	renting	and	its	regu-
lation as compared to other tenures, which are themselves subject 
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to regulation or other government policies. So the overall impact 
of regulation on the private rented sector is not just about direct 
effects on landlord and tenant incentives, but also on the regula-
tion and indeed relative tax position and accessibility of other 
tenures and investments. All of these issues need to be explored 
in the context of specific regimes. 

The next, empirical, part of the report will address these issues, bringing together 
the material from our case-study countries. In Chapter 5 we describe the regulatory 
regimes across our eleven case-study areas. In Chapter 6 the links between the differ-
ent regimes and the size of the private rented sector in each country are examined. 
In Chapter 7 the private rented sector is placed in the wider housing-market context. 
Finally Chapter 8 brings together the findings and answers to the research questions.



Analysis and Findings

5. Comparative analysis of regulation across 
eleven countries

This chapter summarises the core of the empirical analysis based on the 
detailed country analyses set out in Annex 4. It provides an overview of the 
regulatory regimes in place in the early 1980s and how they have changed 
over the three decades since. In the main, initial rent regulation has become 
less onerous – often allowing initial rents that are equal or close to market 
rents. However the picture is much more mixed with respect to both rent 
increases within a tenancy and the extent of security of tenure. Regulation in 
a few countries has hardly changed, while at the other extreme a few coun-
tries have experienced many changes – sometimes reversing earlier policies 
within the time period examined. 

The chapter provides summary breakdowns for each country, based on the 
main attributes of regulation, for the beginning and end of the period, ena-
bling patterns of regulation to be distinguished. These are then translated into 
a multi-dimensional assessment of the degree of regulation in each country 
and presented in the form of spider diagrams and comparisons made between 
the 1980s and the present time – remembering that in some countries there 
is more than one regime operating at any given point in time. The spider 
diagrams clarify the great variety of regulatory regimes both over time and 
between countries, but also the degree of stability in a subset of countries.

It is important to remember that these summary measures relate mainly to 
the formal attributes of each regime. Contextual information and much more 
detailed analyses are presented in the country chapters presented in Annex 4.

5.1 objecTive of The empiricAl AnAlysis

Our initial objective is to understand how the nature of regulation differs between 
countries and over time. To address this issue we examined the details of the regula-
tory regimes in place in the early 1980s and compared them to the regulatory frame-
works currently in place. After presenting a general overview of regulation in the 11 
countries, we describe the methodology used to assess the attributes and strength of 
regulation in each country. We then compare regulatory regimes both across coun-
tries and over time.

Annex 4 contains the detailed reports on each country, while this chapter draws on 
the information presented there to provide a more comparative perspective.
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5.2 overview

Up to the 1980s, regulation in the private rented sector across Europe was much 
stronger than it is now, mainly because tough regimes introduced during World War II 
to support tenants in times of extreme housing shortage were still in place. As a result, 
rents were often far below market levels and there were few arrangements for increas-
ing rents even to reflect costs, let alone market pressures. Security of tenure was also 
strong. Maintaining this position became more difficult as a result of the rapid inflation 
in the 1970s, even though in some contexts increased restraints on rents were intro-
duced to support macro-economic income and anti-inflationary policies. Regulation 
in most countries could properly be described as ‘first generation’, producing strong 
incentives for landlords where possible to leave the sector and for tenants to remain.

In some countries, there had already been movement towards either deregulation or 
more sophisticated forms of regulation that more directly reflected cost and market 
pressures. In England and France for instance there had been significant moves to 
deregulate rents on new lettings, while existing tenancies usually remained unaffect-
ed. In some other countries, notably those with regulatory regimes based on setting 
rents in the private and social sectors by ‘comparables’, there had also been some loos-
ening of rent constraints although not necessarily any change in the legislative base.

Our project starts in the 1980s, when regulation of both rents and security in the pri-
vate rented sector was still relatively strong in the majority of our case-study coun-
tries – but there was also a great deal of variation between countries with respect 
to the details of that regulation. But, by that time, in the main, post-war numerical 
housing shortages (i.e., the number of households exceeding the number of dwellings) 
had been overcome. It was therefore the beginning of a period when households had 
more housing options, and there were also more general moves towards liberalisation 
across economies and particularly finance markets.

Over the following three decades, the strength of regulation in the majority of coun-
tries declined, with fewer controls on both rents and rent increases. In a few countries, 
regulation remained fairly stable – these were mainly countries where both initial 
rents and rent increases were anyway more responsive to the longer-term fundamen-
tals of the market. A small number of countries, France and the Republic of Ireland in 
particular, introduced certain increased controls, mainly with respect to security of 
tenure. Overall, there has probably been as much movement towards more sophis-
ticated systems of regulation – which at least in principle benefit both landlord and 
tenant – as towards continuing deregulation.

In most countries where there has been movement towards deregulation, there is 
more than one regime still in place (Table 6). This is because in these countries any 
reductions in regulation generally only affect new leases, so tenancies in place prior 
to the change remain subject to existing conditions. The sub-sectors subject to earlier 
regulation inherently become less important – even in countries like Spain and France 
where there have been many such changes. In some countries, there has been later 
regulation to bring more properties under the new regime. In decentralised systems, 
there may also be differences between localities and regions. Denmark is notable for 
having significant differences in how the system is implemented between areas, with 
Copenhagen having some of the strongest regulation. It is also distinct in relating the 
regulation to the date at which the dwelling is built rather than to the initial date of the 
tenancy. As a result the earlier (pre-1991) regulatory regimes remain very important 
even in the context of new lettings. In other countries, there are different regimes for 
different types of lease – such as in Finland where the regulations governing indefinite 
and fixed-term contracts are different, or Sweden and Norway where sub-tenancies or 
lettings attached to the landlord’s owner-occupied property are less regulated. 
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table 6: the current range oF regulatory regiMes across case-study countries

country nuMber oF 
systeMs 
operational 
in 2000s

basis oF diFFerences iMportance oF  
diFFerent  
regulatory 
systeMs

denmark multiple area specific; also year of construction and dwelling 
type (dwellings in buildings erected post-1991 and new 
penthouses not regulated) 

about 90% of rented 
dwellings are regu-
lated but differences in 
regulation are important, 
particularly in copen-
hagen

england two Pre-1988 tenancies come under earlier fair rents regime Proportion of regulated 
tenancies very small and 
declining

Finland two regulation of rent increases affects only fixed-term 
contracts; rents and increases freely set within contract 
terms for indefinite contracts

indefinite tenancies 
dominate

France multiple Pre-1964 tenancies subject to the strict regulation of that 
period; a number of later changes affect different types 
of dwelling and length of tenancy

Post-2008 regime, which 
allows market rents 
for new tenancies but 
controls rent increases, 
dominates

germany single system

netherlands two rents administratively controlled on the vast majority but 
freely determined on all properties renting for over €665 
per month 

free market currently 
around 30% of sector, 
and growing 

norway multiple Pre-war tenancies remain highly controlled. rents on 
properties attached to owner-occupied dwellings freely 
set; differences between types of lease

indefinite contracts 
dominate

republic of 
ireland

single system

spain multiple two main systems (pre- and post-1964 legislation). 
some differences even within post-1964 tenancies but 
also differences in contracts between 1964 and 1994 
because of a large number of regulatory changes

important differences, 
but most tenancies now 
fall under the 1994 act

sweden two contracts between landlord and tenant (first-hand) are 
indefinite. conditions for sub-lets depend on the specific 
contracts which include fixed terms

affects only subtenants

switzerland single system

The system in the Netherlands is unique; dwellings that have rent for more than €665/
month are not subject to regulation – in both the private and social sectors. This clear-
ly incentivises landlords to improve properties so that that they will command such 
rents – and possibly to build larger units which will nearly always attract rents of €665 
or more. More generally, the existence of even sizeable numbers of tenancies still sub-
ject to earlier forms of regulation does not directly affect current landlord and tenant 
decisions except to the extent that there is memory of control – which may be impor-
tant where there are political uncertainties.

If the objective of this project were specifically to examine how regulation affects the 
incentives for new investment or for tenants to enter the sector, the emphasis would 
be more on the regulation that applies to new entrants at the relevant date. However, 
the aim of this report is to concentrate on how the sector has developed over the last 
30 years and ultimately whether and how this relates to the scale of the sector – so we 
look at the position in the 1980s and now but also at important changes in the regula-
tory regime during that period. The question of future incentives is for another study. 
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5.3 idenTifying pATTerns of regulATion

The next stage of the project involved scoring the extent of regulation in each country 
in both the early 1980s and now. On the basis of our earlier discussion of the most 
important aspects of regulation, we developed indicators for six:

(i) initial rent setting;

(ii) rent increases;

(iii) minimum length of lease;

(iv) the landlord’s ability to repossess the property during the 
lease;

(v) the landlord’s ability to sell the property or transfer it to 
another tenure; and

(vi) the landlord’s ability to enforce the lease if the contract is 
broken.

For each of these indicators we identify the main regulatory categories that we observe. 
For example, under initial rent setting we use three categories: market rent, mirror 
comparables and administratively determined. These cover the main forms of regula-
tion observed in the case-study countries but are, of course, themselves summaries. In 
every country, there are additional complexities (which are described in more detail in 
the country chapters). For instance, the term ‘initial rents’ masks a difference between 
countries as to whether the landlord has the same freedoms with respect to a new ten-
ancy as to the first letting of a property. In the main, initial lettings and new tenancies 
are now treated similarly. However, in the 1980s, permissible rent increases for new 
tenancies (i.e. letting to a different tenant) tended to be governed by the same rules as 
rent increases for sitting tenants – in other words, rent regulation was related to the 
dwelling rather than the person.

Another complexity is that in a number of countries initial rents can be set freely, but 
the tenant has a right to query that rent. In some countries, such queries rarely result 
in any change; in others they almost always succeed – so rents are really determined 
on the basis of comparables, which may be well below notional market rents. Sweden 
is particularly relevant here – initial rents are technically freely set, but the right to 
query both initial rents and rent increases means they are nearly always limited to 
comparable rents. Any summary must therefore be treated with care.

5.4 The posiTion in The 1980s

Tables 7 and 8 summarise the regulatory regimes of the 11 case-study countries at 
the beginning of the research period in the early 1980s. The six main indicators of 
regulation are each subdivided into three categories to reflect the different types of 
intervention.

Table 7 shows that in the 1980s administrative determination was still an impor-
tant method of rent setting, as was comparison with rents for comparable properties, 
which as normally defined also included social sector lettings. There had however 
already been significant deregulation in some countries, especially with respect to 
initial rent setting. Partly as a result, market rents were in place in a significant minor-
ity of countries albeit subject in some places to constraints, such as the tenant’s right 
to query whether the rent had been set too high. Rent increases were more generally 



anaLysis anD finDinGs

51

quite heavily controlled. Although adjustments were allowed, the size of such adjust-
ments was restricted – often rents could be raised only in line with a general inflation 
or cost index, or by a percentage that was politically determined. Rent increases there-
fore usually lagged behind real costs. Tenancies were generally long term or more 
often indefinite.

table 7: aspects oF regulation in the priVate rented sector, 1980s
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denmark • • • • • •

england • • • • • •

Finland • • • • • •

France • • • • • •

germany • • • • • •

netherlands • • • • • •

norway • • • • • •

republic of 
ireland • • • • • •

spain • • • • • •

sweden • • • • • •

switzerland • • • • • •

Here it is important to realise that the interpretation of ‘indefinite’ tenancies varies 
between countries, the most important difference relating to the conditions under 
which landlords can give notice. Under English law for instance, an indefinite contract 
would normally give security only for the period determined by rent-payment require-
ments (one week, one month, etc.). Thus, security in countries that follow English law 
depends on contractual conditions including whether the tenant has a right to negoti-
ate a new lease. In the 1980s, tenancies in England were for life (and indeed allowed 
for the possibility of succession). (Nowadays, they are for a minimum of six months 
and the tenant has no right to remain after the end of the contract). In Switzerland 
indefinite contracts provided relatively little security to the tenants until 1990 (now 
tenants can appeal against termination if it is seen to violate good faith). In most other 
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countries, however, ‘indefinite’ was interpreted as meaning that the tenant could stay 
unless they broke the contract or certain other specific conditions applied. These con-
ditions might, for instance, allow the landlord to break the lease if the property was 
required for family use, they wanted to improve or demolish it, or wanted to sell it with 
vacant possession on the market. In Denmark, Finland and Germany, for instance, the 
lease usually gave tenants strong, long term security but in other countries there was 
more potential for the landlord to regain possession.

The impact of these conditions under which the lease could be terminated is captured 
in the next two indicators (the landlord’s ability to repossess the property during the 
lease and to sell the property or transfer it to another tenure), so the three indicators 
need to be interpreted together to understand the strength of tenant security. In the 
1980s, these conditions were generally quite tightly drawn (as part of earlier stronger 
rent regulation). With respect to termination, they also tended to favour the tenant 
when there was a dispute. In addition, except in countries where leasehold or condo-
minium legislation was well developed, it was generally not possible to sell flats into 
owner-occupation. 

The final summary indicator, the quality of enforcement and eviction procedures, 
varied across countries. Especially from the point of view of landlords, these proce-
dures and how they were implemented were mainly in the range between difficult and 
nearly impossible. This adversely affected risks and rates of return as resolution of 
problems often involved lengthy and costly litigation. It also supported the view that 
regulation was tenant oriented in most of the case study countries.

To some extent, we can interpret the three categories under each of the six indicators 
as reflecting the strength of regulation – defining strength as the distance between 
actuality and free market outcomes. This is represented in Table 8. So for instance, 
under the initial rent category, market rents would be classified as zero/low regulation 
(depending on the right to query); mirror comparables represent an intermediate level 
of regulation; and administratively determined covers the strongest forms of regula-
tion. But, as is clear from the discussion above, there may be no strict one-to-one rela-
tionship because each element must be interpreted in relation to the overall system 
and the relationships between the indicators. To address this issue, we add a final 
‘perception’ column identifying countries with strong, significant and limited regula-
tory regimes, reflecting the qualitative evidence provided in the detailed chapters in 
Annex 3.

Taken together, the data in tables 7 and 8 suggest that almost every country had a dif-
ferent regulatory profile, although Germany and Sweden were in general terms quite 
close to one another. Strong regulation (often including first-generation rent controls) 
was found only in a minority of countries – albeit a significant minority. In part this 
was because some deregulation had already occurred in countries such as France, 
which had very strong regulation in the immediate post-war period. However across 
almost all the case study countries regulation remained significant both with respect 
to rents and security of tenure. 

5.5 The currenT posiTion

Turning now to the current position, we can see that most regulatory regimes have 
moved more towards market determination, especially with respect to initial rents 
(Table 9). There are continuing constraints on rent increases, but adjustment tends 
to be much more closely related to cost and market pressures than in the 1980s. In 
this context countries such as Germany and Switzerland can be regarded as providing 
examples of second generation controls. A number of countries have now moved to 
fixed-term and shorter leases, while landlords’ capacity to obtain possession and to 
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use the dwelling as they wish has sometimes increased. Finally, the quality of enforce-
ment and eviction procedures depends crucially on the clarity of the regulations, the 
cost and time involved in accessing legal redress and the resultant gains if successful. 
In most countries, these procedures remain costly and lengthy for both parties, and 
in some countries, notably Spain, there is little belief in the elements of the justice 
system responsible. 

table 8: oVerView oF regulation in the 1980s

country initial 
rent

rent 
increa-
ses

length 
oF 
lease

regaining 
posses-
sion oF 
property

selling 
pro-
perty

enFor-
ceMent 
pro-
bleMs

general per-
ception oF 
regulatory 
FraMework

denmark high medium high medium high medium strong

england high medium high medium medium medium strong

Finland high high high medium medium medium strong

France Low medium medium medium Low high significant

germany medium medium high medium medium medium significant 

netherlands high high high medium medium medium strong

norway high medium medium medium medium high significant

republic of 
ireland

Low Low Low Low Low medium Limited

spain Low medium high high medium high strong

sweden medium medium high medium medium medium significant

switzerland Low medium high medium Low Low significant

In Denmark and the Netherlands the table reflects the regulation that applies to post-
1991-built properties and properties with rents under €665 respectively. The shaded 
cells reflect the differences in the regime for pre-1991 dwellings in Denmark and for 
more expensive properties in the Netherlands. 

Table 10 summarises indicators and qualitative data for the current regulatory frame-
work. Together with Table 9, it suggests that the level of regulation is generally lower 
than in the 1980s. Even so, five of the case study countries remain in the same category 
– one strong (the Netherlands) and four in the significant category. Only one country, 
the Republic of Ireland, has increased regulation enough to move to a higher regula-
tory category. 
 

5.6 compAring regulATion in The 1980s And The lATe 2000s 

The next stage is to summarise the evidence on regulation in the two periods diagram-
matically to help us compare the core regulatory regimes in each country between the 
1980s and 2000s as well as between countries. We use the indicators, in Tables 7 and 9 
to develop detailed spider diagrams for each country and period. Figure 3 shows how 
the various indicators are represented in the full circle. Of the six indicators, the first 
two – rent levels and increases – are strongly related to one another and help to clarify 
the strength of rent controls. We allocate 20 percent of the full circle to each of these 
indicators. The next three are all related to security of tenure. We allocate 20 percent 
to the length of lease, as this provides the framework for security, and 10 percent each 
to the capacity of the landlord to get the property back during the lease and to sell the 
property. Finally we allocate 20 percent to enforcement procedures. 
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table 9: aspects oF regulation in the priVate rented sector, 2000s
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denmark • • • • • •

england • • • • • •

Finland • • • • • •

France • • • • • •

germany • • • • • •

netherlands • • • • • •

norway • • • • • •

republic of 
ireland • • • • • •

spain • • • • • •

sweden • • • • • •

switzerland • • • • • •

notes: initial rents in norway, republic of ireland and switzerland were market but tenants had the right to query.

the shaded cell in Denmark reflects the distinction between dwellings built before and after 1991; those for the netherlands reflect the regula-

tion that applies to more expensive properties.

 
It is important not to put too much emphasis on these proportions – they are only 
there to help the reader identify change and to clarify where patterns differ greatly 
between countries. Initial rents and changes in rents should be interpreted together, 
as should the three security elements.

Within each segment we need to clarify the level of regulation. Table 7 categorises 
each indicator for the 11 European countries in the 1980s, while Table 9 addresses the 
position in the 2000s. We use this evidence to score the levels of regulation as follows:

•	 a	value	of	0	is	assigned	where	no	regulation	or	a	low	degree	of	
regulation is in place;

•	 a	value	of	1	is	used	to	imply	a	moderate	degree	of	regulation;	and
•	 a	value	of	2	indicates	a	strong	degree	of	regulation.
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table 10: the oVerView oF the latest regulation in the 2000s

country initial 
rent

rent 
increa-
ses

length 
oF 
lease

terMina-
tion oF 
lease

selling 
pro-
perty

enFor-
ceMent 
pro-
bleMs

general per-
ception oF 
regulatory 
FraMework

denmark Low medium high medium high medium significant

england Low Low Low medium medium medium Limited 

Finland Low Low high Low Low medium Limited

France Low medium medium medium Low high significant

germany medium medium high medium medium medium significant

netherlands high high high medium medium medium strong

norway Low medium medium Low medium high Limited 

republic of 
ireland

Low Low medium medium Low medium significant

spain Low medium medium medium medium high significant

sweden medium medium high medium medium medium significant 

switzerland Low medium high medium Low Low significant

Figure 3: a spider diagraM showing the diFFerent aspects oF regulation

Initial rent setting 

Rent increases
during tenancy

Length of lease 

Enforcement/eviction 
if contract broken

Capacity to sell/
transfer to other tenure

Capacity to 
get property 
back during
lease

 

As the indicator scores for some aspects of regulation are related, we do not add up the 
various scores but simply bring them together into a spider diagram for each country. 
Equally the size of the shaded segment should not be interpreted as implying strength 
except to the extent identified above (the circular representation inherently means 
that a ‘score’ of 2 results in a much larger shaded area). In addition we note the size of 
the private rented sector at each point in time – but leave discussion of how regulation 
and size relate to one another to the next chapter.

The objective of this stage is twofold: to identify any important changes between the 
1980s and 2000s, and to clarify the very different mix of regulations between coun-
tries. We first describe the position in the 1980s; then we compare the position in the 
2000s, taking account of major changes that have affected the regulatory regime.
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The 11 countries are classified into three groups according to the trajectory of regula-
tory change: 

1. those where there has been little change in the regulatory 
regimes and their implementation; 

2. those where the strength of regulation has increased; and 

3. those where there has been significant deregulation. 

The attributes, similarities and dissimilarities are then discussed for each group. 

limited regulatory regime change: 
germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and Switzerland
Tables 7 and 9 suggested that regulatory regimes in Germany (where the figure for the 
early 1980s relates only to West Germany), the Netherlands, Sweden and Switzerland 
have remained relatively stable through the years from the 1980s to 2000s. Figure 4 
reflects this evidence in spider diagrams for each country. There has been hardly any 
change in regulation in Germany and in Sweden. In Switzerland, the extent of legisla-
tive change was somewhat greater with respect to security. In the Netherlands a pro-
portion of high-value properties (those that rent for more than €665 per month) have 
been fully deregulated. This sub-sector is expected to expand over time.

Although all four countries exhibited stable regulatory regimes, the form of regulation 
differs greatly among them. The only factors in common are that they all operate on 
the basis of indefinite tenancies and have sustained that emphasis over the period 
(Figure 4). In the Netherlands, the government sets the annual maximum rent increase 
(Haffner et al. 2010, Priemus 2010). In Germany, initial rent setting is based on refer-
ence rents and increases are linked to increases in operating costs, interest charges or 
land taxes. There is no control on initial rent setting in Sweden and Switzerland, but 
tenants have the right to query the rents if they feel they are too high. In Sweden this 
right is of considerable importance; in Switzerland less so.

In Switzerland, all tenancies are indefinite and can only be terminated by notice in 
writing. A minimum of three months’ notice is required to terminate indefinite leases 
of dwellings. Both the notice given by a landlord and by the tenant can be challenged if 
it is seen to violate the basic principles of good faith. The right to appeal against notice 
was introduced in 1990, extending the protection of tenants against eviction. While 
rent setting is free, rent increases have been linked to a rent index that was adjusted 
in line with shifts in mortgage interest rates. Starting from February 2011 an improved 
index also took into account the quality of dwellings (surface area, number of rooms, 
age, number of bathrooms etc.), their environment (distance from town centre, nearby 
shops, local tax rates etc.) and their immediate attributes (view, surrounding space, 
sunshine) (Vermeulen 2011).

The Netherlands is highly atypical of this group in that it has recently undergone a 
complete change in policy with respect to regulation. The new deregulated system, 
reflected in Figure 4a, applies to both social and privately rented housing and is asso-
ciated with a shift from supply- to demand-side subsidies in social housing, as well as 
concerns about the shortage of privately rented homes. This subsector is expected to 
grow both because of increasing rents and because the incentive it provides to upgrade 
accommodation to achieve market rent status.
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Figure 4: stable and strong regulatory regiMes in the priVate rented sector
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Figure 4a: regulation For higher rented properties
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 1980s                  2000s
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note: netherlands in the 2000s excludes those private rental dwellings which rent for more than the rent control ceiling (currently €665 per month)  

Increased regulation: france and Republic of Ireland
Only France and Ireland have experienced significant increases in regulatory powers 
over our research period. In France this is more a reflection of the starting date chosen 
for the analysis, as there have been periods of decontrol as well as of increasing regu-
lation over the three decades.

In France, rent control exists in a variety of forms depending on the type of property 
and the length of the tenancy. Under the most common form (Figure 5), rent setting 
is free for new contracts, but the annual rent increase is strongly influenced by the 
government (Ball 2011). From 2008, annual rent adjustments are based on the cost 
of living index alone. The standard length of a contract is three years for furnished 
dwellings and one year for unfurnished dwellings. Landlords are allowed to terminate 
a tenancy agreement at the end of the lease if they wish to use the property for their 
own occupation or to house a close relative or family member, sell the property, carry 
out major refurbishment, or if the tenant has consistently failed to meet their obliga-
tions in the past. 

The recent policy of using private rental housing in the Republic of Ireland to house 
social tenants has impacted on the regulatory regime in the private rented sector (Fig-
ure 5). The private rented sector remained largely unregulated until the Residential 
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Tenancies Act in 2004. This significantly improved security of tenure by introducing 
four-year cyclical tenancies (Norris 2011). During the first six months of the tenancy, 
landlords are allowed to terminate a tenancy without specifying grounds by giving 
28 days’ notice. But once a tenancy has reached six months, it can only be terminated 
during the following three-and-a-half years if the landlord needs the dwelling, the 
apartment needs to be renovated, or the tenant does not comply with the obligations 
of the tenancy. At the end of the fourth year, a new tenancy agreement must be signed. 
Rent setting however is free, and annual rent adjustments are based on market condi-
tions. 
 
Figure 5: increased regulation in the priVate rented sector
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In both France and Republic of Ireland there is currently a clear understanding that 
regulation has a role to play in maintaining the role of the private rented sector. This 
is in contrast to attitudes in the 1980s. It is particularly interesting that the Republic 
of Ireland in increasing regulation has concentrated not on rents but on improving 
contractual relationships and ensuring that contracts are both longer and more trans-
parent.

decreased regulation: denmark, England, finland, Norway and Spain
In five of our case study countries, as in the majority of other European countries, 
there has been some degree of deregulation in the private rented sector in the last 
30 years. The changes are reflected in Figure 6. The extent of deregulation was the 
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greatest in England and Finland. Deregulation of the private rented sector in England 
occurred in piecemeal fashion before 1980, when ‘assured shorthold tenancies’ (six-
month short-term tenancies) were made possible for newly built dwellings. After 1989 
this was extended to all private rented dwellings. Landlords and tenants were allowed 
to agree rents at the market level, and lease terms were further deregulated in 1997 by 
making ‘assured shorthold tenancies’ the default legal position, giving landlords the 
ability to remove tenants after the initial lease term with two months’ notice.

Figure 6: decreased regulation in the priVate rented sector
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note: Denmark in the 2000s excludes those private rented dwellings constructed or brought into use before 1991.

Rent control in Finland was abolished in 1995 in an attempt to increase investment 
in the private rented market. At the same time, the regulations on security of tenure 
were relaxed, making the Finnish private rented market one of the least regulated in 
Europe (Lyytikainen 2006).

Denmark and Norway have both modified their regulations on rents and rent increas-
es. In Denmark, relaxations on rent control started in 1974 when a system of cost-
based rents was introduced (OECD 1999). This regime is reflected in the 1980s spider 
diagram. In 1991, landlords of new buildings and their tenants were permitted to agree 
rents freely for units where a new lease was being negotiated. For freely-set rents, sub-
sequent rent rises remained limited to the increase in the cost of living. Because the 
form of regulation depends not on the date the tenancy started (as is the case in all 
other case study countries) but on when the property was built, rent controls continue 
to be of considerable importance – about 90 percent of private rented dwellings are 
subject to them. Figure 6a shows the position in the 2000s for properties built before 
and after 1991.
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Figure 6a: denMark: the position in the late 2000s
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In Norway, all rent controls for new and existing rental units, except for pre-war rental 
housing, were removed in 1999. Rents for new tenancies were allowed to be set freely 
and are increased annually in line with the retail price index.

Spain is the only country that has formally relaxed regulations on security of tenure 
without affecting rent determination. The compulsory extension of new tenancy con-
tracts was eliminated in 1985, and in 1994 this was extended to all pre-1985 rental con-
tracts, reducing the tenant’s right to extend the lease automatically. Rent regulation 
has however remained tight, and rent increases are tied to the cost of living. Spain is 
also unusual in having some variations between regions and perhaps five regimes cur-
rently in place. However the majority of tenancies come under quite similar arrange-
ments to those reflected in Figure 6.

The forms of deregulation that we have seen in these five countries all point to a view 
that private renting can operate better without constraints that hold rents below mar-
ket levels – and also sometimes without requiring longer-term contracts.

5.7 regulATory regimes compAred: summAry

Regulation in the 1980s undoubtedly held rents, and especially rent increases, below 
market levels and generally ensured that tenants had considerable security of tenure. 
Five case study countries had strong regulation and a further five had medium levels 
– often involving ‘comparables’ as well as considerable constraint on landlords being 
able to recover their properties. Enforcement and eviction procedures were usually 
costly and longwinded.

Figure 7 categorises regulation into strong (high), medium and low in the early 1980s 
and late 2000s. Where there is more than one regime in place at a given time, the 
regime that is the norm for new lettings is used. The figure shows clearly that the 
general trajectory with respect to regulation has been downward, with two countries 
dropping two categories (from high to low) over the period and a further three drop-
ping one category. Of the five countries with strong regulation only one, the Nether-
lands, remains (and they have introduced a free market for more expensive proper-
ties). Two, England and Finland, have moved from strong to low levels of regulation 
while the other two, Spain and Denmark, have reduced their degree of regulation to 
medium. However it should be remembered that very large parts of the sector in Den-
mark still fall under the strong pre-1992 regulatory regime.
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Figure 7: how regulation has changed*

degree oF regulation in early 1980s                           degree oF regulation in late 2000s

strong strong
spain

finland

netherlands netherlands
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Medium Medium
sweden sweden

Germany Germany

norway switzerland

switzerland Denmark

spain

france

france ireland

low low
ireland norway

finland

england

* ordered by degree of regulation within categories

the figure for Denmark shows a decline in regulation. it is based on the most recent regulations implemented in 1991. this change does not 

affect private rental dwellings which were constructed before 1991. Denmark is unusual in that “agreed rents” are possible in dwellings brought 

into use after 1991. for rented dwellings brought into use before that, the degree of regulation has not reduced over the period (see figure 6a 

above). 

Three medium level countries – Germany, Sweden and Switzerland – still exhibit simi-
lar levels of regulation to that in the 1980s, although with some tightening of that 
regulation in Switzerland. Because of the more general deregulation across Europe 
these three countries now appear relatively strongly regulated (as does the subsector 
in Denmark that remains under the older regime). Norway among the other countries 
with medium regulation in the 1980s is the only one to decline from strong to a low 
level of regulation.

The only country to exhibit low regulation in the early 1980s was the Republic of Ire-
land. It together with France has shown some increase in regulation, mainly related 
to security of tenure, and can now be regarded as in the medium category. But by the 
2000s, Norway, Finland and England were in the lowest category. 

Overall at the beginning of the research period there was strong or at least significant 
regulation in all but one of our case-study countries. However the details of regula-
tory regimes varied greatly between countries that also had different legal systems, 
different trajectories of deregulation and different housing pressures. By the twenty-
first century the strength of regulation had declined in most countries. Medium-level 
regulation is now the norm although there are exceptions and there is continuing 
variation about how regulation is implemented within as well as between categories 
The perception of regulation, its impact and its value had also changed in the major-
ity of countries but remained stable in a minority of countries which generally favour 
regulation.
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6. Regulation and the scale of private renting

Chapter 6 relates the degree of regulation to the size of the sector in each coun-
try (in proportional terms). In the 1980s there were both larger sectors and 
higher degrees of regulation than there are now. In the 2000s, whatever the 
degree of regulatory change it was generally associated with proportionate 
declines in the sector – because most private rented sectors are still shrinking 
There is still a positive relationship between strength of regulation and scale 
in some countries but the pattern is by no means consistent. In Germany and 
Switzerland and to a lesser extent Sweden, stable systems are related to rela-
tively stable size. But in the Netherlands, strength of regulation is associated 
with a much smaller sector. In a minority of countries, low or medium levels 
of regulation are associated with fairly stable private rented sectors. England 
stands out as the strongest case where deregulation is related to a larger sec-
tor. But in other such countries deregulation has been associated with signifi-
cantly smaller private rented sectors. Thus both in the 1980s and the 2000s 
there was a multiplicity of outcomes clarifying that regulation alone is not 
enough to explain the scale of private renting. Relating changes in regulation 
with changes in the scale of private renting shows a similarly mixed picture.

It is worth reiterating that all these relationships are in flux and the speed of 
adjustment to regulatory change may be very slow. In all cases therefore the 
qualitative discussion on each country provides important contextual infor-
mation, especially on future trajectories. 

6.1 The size of The privATe renTed secTor

So far our analysis has looked only at regulation. We now move to compare regulation 
and the size of the private rented sector in each country. We first look at the evidence 
on size. Figure 8 sets out the basic data on the size of the private rented sector in the 
1980s and gives the latest available information on our case study countries. We group 
the countries into three categories according to the size of the private rented sector: 
large (30 percent plus of the total housing stock); medium (between 15 and 29 percent); 
and small (below 15 percent). 

In the 1980s three countries had 30 percent or more of the housing stock in private 
renting, with nearly two thirds of the stock in Switzerland and not far short of half in 
Germany. Finland had the third largest private sector at one third of the stock. 

The middle group dominated with six countries, all but one with sectors above 20 per-
cent. Only two countries had sectors that were smaller than 15 percent, England and 
the Republic of Ireland. 

In that largest group, the size of the sector in Germany has remained fairly stable 
throughout the period (apart from the change in the statistical base after reunifica-
tion). In Switzerland the picture is rather different with signs of continuing decline 
since the turn of the century. Although private renting remains the largest sector, 
survey and other data suggest that there has been a significant shift towards home-
ownership in the last few years. The third largest, Finland, has experienced the largest 
decline among all the case study countries, with the sector shrinking from 33 to 16 
percent. 

Among the medium group, the private rented sectors in two countries have remained 
fairly stable over the period – Sweden and France. Sweden shows a small increase 
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(although the data for Sweden are particularly difficult to interpret). However, it is 
now beginning to experience a loss of private rented stock as blocks transfer into the 
co-operative/condominium sector. The sector in France has declined in proportional 
although not in numerical terms. The four other countries with medium sized sectors 
in the 1980s have seen quite large declines, averaging around 8 percent. As a result 
three countries that were in the medium category – Denmark, Norway and the Neth-
erlands – now have small sectors of less than 15 percent.

Over the period the two smallest private rented sectors diverged – England experi-
enced the only significant increase expanding from 11 to 17 percent while Ireland con-
tinued to decline. 

As a result, by the 2000s the average scale of private renting had shifted down, with 
four countries below 15 percent, five in the medium category and only two in the larg-
est category – but these were now more than double the size of any of the other coun-
tries. 

Figure 8: how the scale oF the priVate rented sector has changed

               size oF the prs in early 1980s                                   size oF the sector in 2000s

large large
switzerland (63%) switzerland (58%)

Germany (45%) Germany (49%)

finland (33%)

Medium Medium
norway (27%) sweden (23%)

france (23%) france (21%)

Denmark (22%) norway (19%)

spain (21%) england (17%)

sweden (21%) finland (16%)

netherlands (19%)

small small
ireland (13%) Denmark (14%)

england (11%) spain (13%)

netherlands (10%)

ireland (9%)

6.2 regulATion And The scAle of privATe renTing

The next stage takes the evidence so far and brings it together to answer the question: 
can we identify clear relationships between on the one hand, the degree of regulation 
and changes in that regulation and, on the other, the size of the private rented sector 
and changes in size over the three decades? To do this we use the categories of regu-
latory strength developed in Figure 7 to clarify how regulation has changed and the 
size categories in Figure 8. We then relate levels of regulation to size at the beginning 
and end of the period. Finally we look at changes in size against changes in regulation.

Figure 9 relates the degree of regulation to the size of the sector at the beginning of the 
research period. In the 1980s most countries have medium to strong regulation and 
most also had medium-sized or large private rented sectors. 
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Figure 9: regulation and size in the 1980s

degree oF regulation                                                                   size oF the sector

low large
ireland switzerland (63%)

Germany (45%)

finland (33%)

Medium Medium
france norway (27%)

switzerland france (23%)

norway Denmark (22%)

Germany spain (21%)

sweden sweden (21%)

netherlands (19%)

strong small
england ireland (13%)

Denmark england (11%)

netherlands

finland

spain

Among the five countries with strong regulation only one, the Netherlands, had a large 
sector, three had medium-scale private rented sectors and one – England  – had a small 
sector. Looking at the relationship the other way round, three countries, Switzerland, 
Germany and Finland had large sectors in the 1980s, and two of these had medium 
regulation, while Finland had strong regulation. 

Among countries with medium regulation, two had particularly large private rented 
sectors and the other three had medium-sized sectors. The six countries with medi-
um-sized sectors included three with strong and three with medium regulation – and 
each had a different mix of regulatory indicators.

Only one country – the Republic of Ireland – had low regulation, and it also had a small 
private rented sector. The other country with private renting accounting for less than 
15 percent of all housing was England with a strong regulatory framework – although 
much less regulated than before 1957. 

So there was some evidence of regulation and size being positively related (rather than 
the negative relationship usually hypothesised). The only case of low regulation did 
have a small sector, but among the other countries the relationship depended more on 
the fact that post-war regulation was still strong while private renting had tradition-
ally been the majority sector in most countries. Whether this relationship was stable 
was not clear – indeed qualitative evidence suggested there were many landlords by 
default rather than choice in some of these countries.

By the 2000s (Figure 10) the relationship between regulation and size was equally 
blurred by the fact that in the main private rented sectors had become smaller. The 
Netherlands with strong regulation has one of the smallest private rented sectors. At 
the other extreme, the three countries with low regulation had medium-sized private 
rented sectors, although all still below 20 percent. Among the seven countries with 
medium regulation, two have particularly large sectors (as they did in the 1980s); four 
have small sectors and one a medium-sized and stable sector. (In this group Den-
mark’s position as having a large proportion of the stock still covered by strong regula-
tion should again be noted.)
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Figure 10: regulation and size 2000s

degree oF regulation                                                                      size oF the sector

low large
england switzerland (58%)

finland Germany (45/49%)

norway

Medium Medium
france sweden (23%)

ireland france (21%)

Denmark norway (19%)

spain england (17%)

switzerland finland (16%)

Germany

sweden

strong small
netherlands Denmark (14%)

spain (13%)

netherlands (10%)

ireland (9%)

Looking at the relationship the other way round, there are now only two countries that 
have large private rented sectors on our definition (Switzerland and Germany), both of 
which have medium (second-generation style) regulation. At the other extreme, there 
are now four countries with small sectors of less than 15% (Denmark, Spain, the Neth-
erlands and the Republic of Ireland), which respectively have medium/strong, medi-
um, high, and medium levels of regulation. The five countries with medium-sized sec-
tors include three with medium and two with low levels of regulation. 

Again, the relationship between regulation and size is very mixed. One reason for this 
may be that in many countries where there have been changes in regulation adjust-
ment is not yet complete. Regulation may keep landlords in the sector when they 
would wish to leave and equally may benefit existing tenants. On the other hand it 
takes time for attitudes and institutions to change even if in the longer term there may 
be incentives to expand the sector. 

However, so far decreased regulation of the private rented sector has not in the main 
had the effect of increasing its size, as Figure 11 shows. Indeed decreasing, stable and 
increasingly strong regimes have all been associated with declines in the size of the 
sector. 

In four of the five countries where there has been legislation to reduce regulation –
Norway, Denmark, Spain and Finland – there has also been a decline in the size of the 
sector, although the rate of decline has generally slowed since the turn of the century. 
The exception is England where the private rented sector has grown strongly. Yet even 
here the story is not simple. The sector grew only slowly after full deregulation in 1988. 
The big increases did not occur until the introduction of ‘Buy to Let’ mortgages in the 
late 1990s, which enabled large numbers of individuals to invest in privately rented 
housing.
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Figure 11: change in regulation and change in size

change in regulation (early 1980s – late 2000s)                 change in the size oF the prs 
                                                                                                         (early 1980s – late 2000s)

decreasing regulation increasing size
finland england (11 to 17%)

england

Denmark

spain

norway

no radical change Medium
netherlands sweden (21 to 23%)

Germany Germany (45 to 45/49%)

sweden france (23 to 21%)

switzerland

increasing regulation decreasing size
france switzerland (63 to 58%)

ireland ireland (13 to 9%)

norway (27 to 19%)

Denmark (22 to 14%)

spain (21 to 13%)

netherlands (19 to 10%)

finland (33 to 16%)

Among those countries with increases in regulation there has been no radical change 
in the size of the sector in France. In Ireland where regulation has increased at the 
same time as there has been a transfer of social housing responsibilities to the private 
sector, the size of the sector has declined (although there may now be evidence of 
some increase mainly thought to be related to the financial crisis).

Finally among countries with stable regulatory frameworks, two countries have sec-
tors that have not changed much in size, one has experienced some decline since the 
turn of the century and one has experienced major decline.

So again, looking at changes in regulation and size, as opposed to levels, the picture 
remains extremely mixed. Finally, it should be remembered that it is unlikely that 
any country is actually in equilibrium between regulation and scale. There are several 
reasons for this: first, adjustment may take a very long time; second, changes in regu-
lation do not all work in the same direction; and third, and most importantly, because 
many other factors influence the size and role of the sector. It is to this question that 
we now turn.

6.3 regulATion And chAnges in The size  
of The privATe renTed secTor: summAry

While data are sometimes difficult to compare, the private rented sector has generally 
declined in proportional terms across the case-study countries, although to different 
degrees. Indeed, between the two time periods that anchor our research, the relative 
size of the private rented sector declined in all the case-study countries except Eng-
land, Sweden and Germany – and in Germany this may be more an outcome of the 
change in national boundaries than of sector behaviour while in Sweden there are 
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data issues. The end result is a patchwork of outcomes. In only two countries is pri-
vate renting the most important tenure; four have fewer than 15 percent and five are 
between 15 and 30 percent. The overall median is around 20 percent.

Linking the level of regulation in each country with the size of the sector at both the 
beginning and end of the research period shows very few clear relationships between 
regulation and scale. The same can be said about changes in regulation and changes 
in scale. 

As is often the case, Germany and Switzerland, where the largest private rented sec-
tors are found, are exceptions to the general pattern. They have stable systems where 
the relative size has not changed much. Sweden is similar but at a much smaller scale 
(and with declines since the latest statistics). But regulatory stability is not enough 
to protect the sector, as shown by the case of the Netherlands where the sector has 
shrunk despite consistency of regulation. Among the other countries we see almost 
every possible pattern – deregulation associated with decline and with increase and 
increased regulation also associated with both decline and increase. Regulation is 
clearly not the only factor that explains the relative scale and role of private renting 
compared to other tenures. In the next chapter we therefore turn to examine these 
other determining factors.
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7. Private renting in the context 
 of other tenures 

The final element of the research involved an analysis of other factors which 
help to determine the relative scale of the private rented sector.  Most of them 
change the relative costs and risks of private renting: to potential landlords 
compared to alternative investments, and to tenants compared to alternative 
accommodation.

The initial discussion raises issues relating to the history of built form, hous-
ing finance and the legal framework – all which helped to determine feasible 
options in terms of tenure.  However the most important factors at any given 
time tend to relate to government policy – and what is particularly clear in 
this context is that different elements of policy tend to work together.  So for 
instance if there is relatively little social housing, then tax and subsidy sys-
tems will tend to favour private renting. Equally if the policy emphasis is on 
owner-occupation there will be little reason for government to give tax breaks 
to landlords. What we therefore observe are packages of policies which tend 
to favour one tenure over another in ways that fit with more general govern-
ment priorities.

This chapter examines the spectrum of government support – both to supply 
and households – across tenures.  It then looks at the ways that private rented 
housing is treated for tax purposes especially in comparison with owner-occu-
pation, before looking from the consumer’s point at ease of access to owner-
occupation and social renting. 

The evidence strongly supports the view that in countries such as Germany 
and Switzerland which have large private rented sectors, households have 
fewer desirable housing alternatives. In particular they have small social 
rented sectors.  In countries with smaller private rented sectors, owner-occu-
pation has often been much easier to enter (because for example of relatively 
low transactions costs) and much more favoured by policy. Large social rented 
sectors play a similar role in reducing the incentives for individuals to choose 
private renting and for governments to provide tax and other benefits to pri-
vate landlords.

7.1 puTTing privATe renTing in conTexT

The importance of private renting in any given country depends not just on regulation 
but on the development of housing over the centuries in terms of legal and institution-
al frameworks, the characteristics of the stock, the nature and extent of urbanisation 
and government intervention. Private renting is significantly an urban phenomenon. 
Historically, people with capital – often major landowners and employers – provided 
the funds necessary to build at high densities and to ensure the necessary infrastruc-
ture. In countries with more rural economies, including case-study countries Ireland, 
Norway and Spain, home ownership has tended to dominate housing provision, often 
in the form of low-density houses. 

In the case of apartment blocks, the main tenure option in Europe, at least until the 
post-war period, was undoubtedly private renting – because this type of built form 
requires both large capital outlays and legal structures to ensure management and 
maintenance. After 1945, governments became the most significant housing suppliers 
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in many countries while at the same time new tenure arrangements, notably different 
forms of condominium and leasehold, allowed the transfer of individual units from 
private renting to owner-occupation. Where these forms of tenure have not been put 
in place, private renting tends to remain the main form of urban provision while in 
countries where processes are well defined and the transfer is easily financed, owner-
occupation has tended to grow.

Within these physical and legal constraints the decisions by landlords and tenants to 
enter, remain in or leave the private rented sector depend on the relative costs and ben-
efits of different options available to them. Thus the scale of private renting depends 
not just on the conditions in that sector but also on its relative position with respect 
to other tenures and (for landlords) with respect to other investment opportunities.

Numerous commentators have discussed the fundamentals of different tenures and 
therefore their suitability for different household groups. In particular, private renting 
is more flexible than other tenures and its benefits include low entry and exit costs and 
the fact that tenants can rent units that are smaller and cheaper than in other tenures. 
Private renting therefore tends to work well for younger and more mobile households 
and those who do not want to or cannot afford to invest in housing assets. On the other 
hand, social rented and owner-occupied housing is seen to work better for families 
and older households who value security in all its many aspects. So private renting 
would in principle be most suitable for countries with a younger demographic and 
greater labour mobility (including immigration). 

On the supply side, individual and institutional investors tend to invest in residential 
property on the basis of expected returns as well as the security of these returns 
and the other options open to them. For instance, individuals can more easily bor-
row against the security of the physical assets provided by residential property than 
against the financial assets available on the stock market. Historically this meant 
that individuals had few investment opportunities open to them other than owner-
occupation. As financial markets have developed, however, borrowing in order to let 
out the property has become an option. Institutions have many more options but are 
often looking for secure cash flows where the value will be maintained over time. For 
them private renting can constitute an important utility-style asset class, especially in 
countries where rents can be readily increased to reflect higher costs and inflation. On 
the other hand, where the expected total return is made up not only of rents but also 
of potential capital gains, there is less certainty about its magnitude, so the sector may 
appeal more to those prepared to take higher risks.
 
As we explained in Part I, regulation itself is an important factor affecting the options 
available. If rents are held below market levels, those who are already tenants will 
generally want to remain while new entrants may find it hard to find accommodation. 
Equally, landlords may wish to leave the sector but may only be able to do so by sell-
ing a unit with a sitting tenant. In other words, regulation links with other factors to 
determine choices made by landlords and tenants. But perhaps the most important 
way in which regulation affects choices is indirect: the history of government inter-
vention conditions market actors’ expectations of how government policy may affect 
their options in future. 

Outwith this more general discussion, the emphasis in the literature has been very 
much on three specific issues that impact on the costs, benefits and accessibility of 
different tenures:

•	 the	impact	on	tenure	choice	of	differentials	in	government	sup-
port between tenures, including both subsidies to landlords and 
tenants in private renting as compared to owner-occupation and 
social housing, as well as differentials in tax treatment;
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•	 the	extent	of	constraints	on	entry	into	owner-occupation	particu-
larly because of financial regulation and transactions costs; and 

•	 how	difficult	it	is	for	different	groups	of	households	to	access	
social renting. 

7.2 The specTrum of governmenT supporT

The first stage is to look across our case-study countries at the different aspects of tax 
and subsidy treatment which affect private renting, including:

•	 the	extent	to	which	landlords	are	eligible	for	subsidies	to	support	
provision; 

•	 the	tax	framework	in	which	landlords	operate;	and

•	 the	subsidies	and	tax	reliefs	available	to	tenants	to	pay	their	rent.

Table 12 clarifies the position with respect to capital subsidies available to private 
landlords to provide or improve rented accommodation in 11 European countries. In 
some countries no such subsidies are available. These include countries with very 
limited social sectors but also countries where there are large social sectors, nota-
bly the Netherlands. The two countries where supply subsidies have been particu-
larly important are Germany, where the vast majority of such subsidies (which have 
become less generous over time) go to private landlords, and France where there have 
been relatively neutral subsidy arrangements including for intermediate tenures. In 
the other countries where private landlords have access to some subsidies these tend 
to be relatively limited, especially as compared to those available to social housing 
providers and sometimes, as in England and Finland, to intermediate homeownership 
(Scanlon & Whitehead 2007). 

table 12: supply subsidies to priVate renting: eligibility oF prs landlords For subsidies

subsidy type denmark england Finland France germany nether-
lands

norway republic 
of ireland

spain sweden switzerland

supply-side 
subsidies such 
as soft loans

yes** yes* yes yes yes no no no no no no

refurbishment 
subsidies

yes** yes* no yes yes no* no no yes* no no

* exemptions apply
** under urban renewal schemes

Usually as or more important is the tax treatment of private landlords, which incor-
porates the various aspects shown in Table 13. In the main, private rented housing is 
treated like other investments: tax is charged on net incomes (rents less costs) and 
on capital gains. The big differences relate to whether private rented property can be 
depreciated like other types of physical asset, and whether losses can be set against 
other types of income (negative gearing). In most countries residential property is 
treated as a perpetual asset so no depreciation is allowed. Germany traditionally pro-
vided very considerable benefits to landlords through depreciation, including acceler-
ated depreciation allowances, although since 2008 accelerated depreciation cannot be 
claimed. Spain however has moved in the opposite direction in an attempt to support 
the private rented sector. 



The situation with respect to allowing losses against other income is straightfor-
ward. England and Ireland, which have similar tax rules, are the only countries which 
restrict the way that losses can be set against other income. Other differences relate 
to what costs can be deducted. In England for instance, only direct financial payments 
can be deducted, meaning that small landlords cannot claim a tax deduction if they do 
their own repairs and management. Indeed England is a good example of the extent to 
which private landlords may be disadvantaged while still apparently being treated like 
other investors. First, landlords pay tax on income but losses can only be set against 
rental income; mortgage interest is fully deductible but only financial costs can be 
allowed; there are no depreciation allowances – which are allowed against other phys-
ical investments; and monetary capital gains are taxed at a higher rate for individuals 
than for companies. Overall therefore, the taxation of residential rental property is 
less favourable than that of other physical investments.

* exemptions apply

** applies to institutional investors such as pension funds and insurance companies

In all the countries with larger private rented sectors, governments offer fiscal benefits 
that reduce the cost of owning and managing a rental property, thus improving the 
landlord’s ability to generate a profit and reducing their likelihood of making a loss in 
spite of regulated rent increases. Some or all of these benefits, including depreciation 
allowances, mortgage interest tax relief and negative gearing, are in place in all the 
countries with larger private rental sectors. Supply-side subsidies such as low-interest 
loans for construction and purchase are, or have fairly recently been, available in all 
these countries except Switzerland. In some countries the capital gains tax is lower 
on assets that have been held for a long period, which incentivises longer-term invest-
ment over speculation.

denmark england Finland France germany netherlands norway republic 
of ireland

spain sweden switzerland

tax payable on 
rental income

yes yes yes yes yes no for indi-
viduals/
yes for 
institutions

yes* yes yes* yes yes

Mortgage inter-
est deductible 
from rental 
income

yes yes yes yes yes no/yes yes yes (75%) yes yes yes

costs can be 
deducted from 
rental income 

yes** yes yes yes yes no/yes yes yes yes 
since 
1998

yes yes

depreciation 
allowance

no no no yes Depre-
ciation 
restricted 
to 2.5% 
from 
2008

no/yes no yes yes 
since 
2008

yes yes

losses allow-
able against 
other income

no no* yes yes yes yes yes no yes* yes yes

capital gains 
tax payable

yes yes yes yes* yes* yes* yes yes* yes* yes* yes

table 13: the tax treatMent oF priVate rented landlords in case-study countries
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A final issue relates to the availability of income-related assistance to tenants. Such 
assistance benefits both tenants and landlords as it increases market rents and reduc-
es the risk of arrears and the costs of eviction. Table 14 shows its availability across 
tenures.

Housing allowances are available for private tenants in most of the case-study coun-
tries, usually on the same terms as for social sector tenants. The exceptions are the 
Republic of Ireland, where rents for eligible households are set in relation to household 
income; Spain, where national allowances were abolished in 2012; and Switzerland, 
where rents paid can be offset against income for tax purposes (which only benefits 
those with enough taxable income against which to charge rental costs). 

The role of housing allowances differs between countries. In most European coun-
tries with generous social security systems, these systems provide the safety net and 
housing allowances are there to make housing affordable. This applies to Scandinavia 
and the Netherlands in particular. In other countries, notably England, housing allow-
ances, which can cover up to the total rent, act more to ensure that households can 
afford other goods and services (Kemp 2007). From the point of view of the landlord, 
however, allowances both increase rental income and reduce risks. 

table 14: housing allowances in case-study countries

denmark england** Finland France ger-
many

nether-
lands**

norway republic of 
ireland***

spain* sweden switzer-
land

private rented yes yes yes yes yes yes yes no region-
al

yes no but tax 
deductions

social rented yes yes yes yes yes yes yes no no yes no but tax 
deductions

owner-occu-
piers 

no no yes yes yes no yes no no yes no

*removed in 2012; allowances continue to exist in some regions but are very limited

**other, less generous, social assistance exists for owner-occupiers 

*** rents set in relation to income for eligible tenants in both sectors

7.3 compAring privATe renTAl secTor wiTh owner-occupATion 

Turning next to the issue of the comparative positions of private renting and owner-
occupation, it is clear that in almost all countries the two tenures are treated different-
ly. Generally, owner-occupation is treated relatively generously. If owner-occupation 
and private renting were to be treated in a similar way, this would imply that both 
income, net of the costs of owning and letting, and capital gains from private renting 
should be taxed, as should imputed income, net of costs including mortgage interest, 
and capital gains from owner-occupation. Tax relief should be allowed on mortgage 
interest and other costs for both tenures. No country treats owner-occupation strictly 
in this way, although Switzerland comes closest with some tax on imputed income 
and some relief on capital gain. Other than Switzerland, only the Netherlands and 
France tax the imputed incomes of owner-occupiers, but both do so at relatively low 
rates and the Netherlands only taxes those who are still paying the mortgage – so the 
impact is relatively small. In most countries capital gains on the principal home are 
largely untaxed, or only short-term gains are taxed in order to incentivise households 
not to move. The relative treatment of capital gains therefore also usually benefits the 
owner-occupier. The main question in that context is whether there are large capital 
gains to be made. Although there has been volatility, in almost all of our case-study 
countries house prices have risen, sometimes rapidly. The exception is Germany 
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where in many areas prices have been stable and in some have fallen considerably – so 
the lack of a capital gains tax has had little impact.

England and more lately Germany are atypical in no longer offering mortgage tax relief 
for owner-occupiers. Thus they treat owner-occupation as if it were a consumption 
good, which offsets some of the benefits of a lack of imputed income tax. A number of 
countries including Denmark, Finland, Norway and now Sweden clearly favour own-
ership through the treatment of imputed income and capital gains tax, while Swit-
zerland and to a lesser extent France treat the two tenures more equally. Elsewhere 
comparisons are not straightforward, but generally the tax systems favour ownership. 

Returning to the impact of differential housing allowances (Table 14), many systems 
favour rental over ownership for lower-income households. In others, poorer owner 
occupiers (who are often older) receive similar benefits to renters, although they are 
sometimes smaller. The overall impact could be expected to be at best neutral and 
more often reinforces the chances that lower-income households will be in the rented 
sector – but whether in social or private depends on the size and nature of the social 
sector. 
 

Finally with respect to owner-occupation there is the question of whether those who 
would like to enter owner-occupation are able to do so. On the whole this is a function 
of finance markets. Table 16 suggests that the most important constraints on entry 
into owner-occupation are found in Germany and Switzerland and to a lesser degree 
France. In all these countries commentators suggest that financial constraints have 
limited owner-occupation and ensured a larger private rented sector than would oth-
erwise be the case. And the evidence from the post-financial-crisis situation is that 
the massive decline in the availability of finance has led to rapid increases in private 
renting. This has been the case especially in England and Ireland, but probably also in 
most other countries that have seen significant deregulation in the last decades.

Another constraint on access to owner-occupation is the transactions costs of both 
buying and selling (OECD 2012). Estimates differ considerably between sources and 
the tax elements in particular are subject to rapid change (notably since the financial 
crisis). Table 17 gives some estimates of typical costs in various countries of buying a 

denmark england Finland France germany nether-
lands

norway republic 
of ireland

spain sweden switzerland

imputed rent  
taxable  

no no no yes not since 
1986 

yes, until 
mortgage 
is repaid

no no no not since 
2007

yes, but at 
rate slightly 
below market 
rent 

Mortgage  
interest 
deductible 
from taxable 
income 

yes no yes not 
since 
2010 

not since 
2005, 
until then 
benefits 
available 
once in a 
lifetime 
for each 
house-
hold 

yes yes yes yes, but 
since 
2011 
only for 
low-
income 
house-
holds 

yes, since 
the 1950s 
in some 
form

yes

capital  
gains tax 
payable 

not for 
primary 
residenc-
es below 
a certain 
size

not for 
primary 
resi-
dences 

yes, but 
exempt 
after 2 
years

yes, 
but 
exempt 
after  5 
years 

yes, but 
exempt 
after 10 
years

no no no, except 
building 
society 
loans 
(80%) 

yes, but 
exemp-
tions 
apply 

yes, but 
can be 
post-
poned if a 
new home 
is bought

yes, but 
exemptions 
apply 

table 15: attractiVeness oF other tenures: tax treatMent oF owner-occupation
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home with a mortgage based on a report by the European Mortgage Federation pub-
lished in 2010. These costs include registration, real estate agency fees (where imposed 
on the buyer), legal costs, mortgage loan costs and sales and transfer taxes. In many 
countries VAT is also charged. Selling costs are normally lower, as they exclude financ-
ing and (usually) transfer taxes. Significant transactions costs, notably in France and 
to a lesser extent Germany (as well as in the Netherlands and Finland which were not 
covered in the EMF report) are sometimes quoted as an important reason why owner-
occupation rates are constrained – and certainly as a reason why more mobile house-
holds prefer to rent. However there are counter examples – notably Spain – with high 
transactions cost and a high owner-occupation rate. 

table 16: attractiVeness oF other tenures:  Financial access to owner-occupation

denmark england Finland France germany nether-
lands

norway republic 
of ireland

spain sweden switzerland

regulation 
of mortgage 
finance

Low Low, but 
possibly 
increas-
ing 

Low medi-
um

medium Low Low Low medi-
um 

Low medium

limitations on 
mortgage loan-
to-value ratio

maximum 
80% set 
by law

no regu-
latory 
limits  

no regu-
latory 
limits 

yes, 
60% 
to be 
eligible 
for 
mort-
gage-
backed 
securi-
ties

yes, 60% 
to be eli-
gible for 
mort-
gage-
backed 
securities 
/ special 
housing 
loans

no regu-
latory 
limits 

yes, 
approxi-
mately 
60% 

yes, 80% 
for build-
ing society 
mortgages

yes, 
80%

no regula-
tory limits 
before 
2010. now 
the banks 
are recom-
mended 
not to lend 
more than 
85%

yes, usually 
80%, even lower 
for interest-only 
mortgages 

table 17: house purchase costs in selected european countries

country purchase and Mortgage arrangeMent costs 
% of property value

denmark 3.0

england 1.5

France 7.4

germany 4.6

republic of ireland 1.6

spain                                                 11.4

sweden 2.3

source: european mortgage federation study of the cost of housing in europe 2010

7.4 compAring privATe renTing wiTh sociAl renTing

In many countries the other important tenure option, available mainly to lower income 
households, is social renting, where rents are usually below market levels and alloca-
tion is administratively determined. Because rents are subsidised and social housing 
may provide other benefits to tenants, demand is usually greater than supply – and 
those who cannot access social housing (either because they are not eligible or because 
of queues) will normally become private tenants. Thus private renting can be seen as 
the residual sector. Especially in countries with limited social provision, private rent-
ing may be expected to play a social role with the assistance of housing support. This 
is particularly the case in Germany but also now in other case-study countries such as 
Ireland, England and even Spain. 
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table 18: attractiVeness oF other tenures: social renting

country scale oF 
social  
proVision %

relatiVe to 
priVate ren-
ting

rent deterMi-
nation

security 
oF tenure

access

denmark 19 Larger cost-based at estate 
level

high relatively easy

england 17 similar Below but related to 
market values

high Difficult

Finland 14 smaller cost-based high relatively easy in 
most areas

France 18 somewhat smaller cost-based high varies greatly across 
country

germany 11 much smaller comparator medium Difficult

nether-
lands

32 much larger Below but related to 
market values

high relatively easy in 
most areas

norway 4 much smaller cost-based Low relatively easy for 
narrow range of  
eligible households

republic of 
ireland

12 Larger cost-based high Difficult

spain 2 much smaller cost-based high Difficult

sweden 21 similar comparator high relatively easy but 
only outside major 
urban areas

switzer-
land

3 much smaller cost-based high Difficult – and narrow 
range of eligible 
households

Table 18 sets out some of the main attributes of social renting that are relevant to its 
likely impact on private renting. In the Netherlands in particular, the social rented 
sector is much larger than the private and provides good quality accommodation for a 
wide range of households. Private renting would find it hard to compete and is mainly 
restricted to more mobile households and those excluded because of queues – in other 
words, the majority of prospective tenants consider it the less desirable option. In 
Sweden, Denmark, Finland and even France and England, social housing may also 
provide the better rental option for large numbers of households, but because of the 
smaller size of the social sector more households will find accommodation in private 
renting. 
At the other extreme, in Germany and Switzerland private renting dominates the rent-
ed sector and social renting plays a very limited role even in providing for those on 
low incomes. In countries with the greatest emphasis on owner-occupation, notably 
Norway and Ireland, both rented sectors are relatively unimportant – but private rent-
ing can at least in principle adjust to accommodate those who cannot access owner-
occupation.

Finally in some countries, notably in Scandinavia but also in England and Germany, 
tenure options are not restricted to owner-occupation and private renting. In particu-
lar, co-operatives and other intermediate tenures play an important role in accom-
modating working households and others with enough income to pay the necessary 
rents/mortgage payments. To the extent that these tenures are desirable and acces-
sible, private renting will tend to be more downmarket (except for the very mobile).
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7.5 oTher imporTAnT deTerminAnTs of The scAle of privATe renTing:  
summAry

The discussion in this chapter makes it clear that the scale of private renting, and the 
attributes of private tenants, depend as much on the cost, availability and suitability 
of housing in other tenures as on conditions in the private rented sector itself. 

Tax systems tend to favour private renting only in the minority of countries – notably 
Germany and Switzerland, where private renting still dominates. Owner-occupation 
is favoured by the tax regimes of the majority of countries including in particular 
Spain, Norway, the Republic of Ireland and to some extent England. Countries which 
have traditionally had tenure-neutral tax systems also tend to have had larger social 
sectors (Denmark, Sweden, the Netherlands and, to a lesser degree, France). Over the 
last two decades in most of these countries, owner-occupation has tended to increase, 
although this process has been slowed or even reversed by the financial crisis, except 
perhaps in Switzerland. 

In all countries there is a part of the private rented sector that houses those excluded 
from other tenures. Similarly there is almost always a market rented sector, however 
small, that accommodates well-off mobile workers and others who want the attributes 
of private renting. But between these extremes there is the question of the extent to 
which private renting is an option of choice for large numbers of households. Germany 
and Switzerland, with small social sectors, are clearly the best examples of this type 
of housing system but there is also a growing role for private renting across the spec-
trum of countries for younger employed households who cannot afford or do not want 
to own. In addition there is a growing interest in intermediate tenures, especially in 
countries that have little tradition of better quality private rented housing. 

Regulation, especially in the past, has been a central factor affecting supply and 
demand – but taxation, subsidy and government provision of housing may well be just 
as, or more, important. And behind all these policy determinants lie the fundamentals 
of demography, incomes and their distribution and the characteristics of the housing 
stock that help to structure the observed tenure mix. 
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8.  Conclusions

The concluding chapter starts by reiterating the original research questions 
before reviewing the principles of regulation with respect to regulatory objec-
tives and outlining how regulation has operated in practice.  We then sum-
marise our case study approach and our first conclusion – that it is neither 
feasible nor desirable to construct a single summary measure of the strength 
of regulation.

With respect to our four main questions, the findings of our research suggest 
that

(i) private renting has declined in relative terms in most of our case study 
countries over the last three decades; 

(ii) on the whole initial rent setting has become more market-oriented but 
fewer countries have reduced security of tenure; 

(iii) countries with the largest sectors tend to have had stable regimes but 
there are very few clear patterns where regulation has been reduced – 
in some countries liberalisation has been associated with a declining 
sector while in others the reverse is true; and 

(iv) other factors, particularly policies with respect to taxation, subsidy 
and social housing are probably just as important as regulation in 
determining the scale of the sector. 

The picture is thus one of diversity with respect to regulation, scale and the relation-
ship between the two. 

8.1 The sTArTing poinT for The reseArch

The research project arose from the very strong and opposing views held about the 
role of regulation in the private rented sector. At one extreme, all regulation was seen 
as constraining the sector, while at the other it was argued that only with strong 
regulation could there be a well-operating private rental system. The objective of the 
research was not to pass judgement on the role of regulation nor indeed the role of 
private renting, but rather to clarify experience across a range of countries with dif-
ferent housing systems and so to provide an evidence base for more detailed analysis 
of what might be desirable in different contexts. To this end we specified a number of 
questions:

1. What has happened to the size of the private rented sector in 
countries across Europe since the 1980s?

2. What types of rent and security regulation were in place in 
the 1980s and how did they change over the period to 2010?

3. Is there any obvious relationship between the extent of regu-
lation and changes in that regulation and the size of the sec-
tor and its growth or decline over the period? 

4. Are there other factors which help to explain why the scale 
of private renting varies between countries?
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To put the empirical findings into context we first reviewed the literature on regula-
tion to clarify the different roles that regulation could play in principle, and provided 
an overview of how regulation, and particularly deregulation, has operated in Europe 
since the end of the Second World War.

8.2 regulATory objecTives

The vast majority of commentary on regulation in the private rented sector, especially 
among economists in Anglo Saxon countries, sees rent controls as distorting the mar-
ket and generating deadweight losses through resultant inefficiencies. For this reason 
many governments have regarded deregulation as a necessary condition if a sustain-
able private rented sector is to be achieved. 

Other commentators stress the positive efficiency reasons for regulation: to control 
rents and provide security of tenure in periods of excess demand when landlords have 
relative power over tenants and to address a wide range of market failures so that 
more effective contracts can be made between landlord and tenant. In addition, they 
see regulation as improving equity by helping to ensure access to adequate housing. 
Their emphasis is on the benefits of regulation to tenants. The subsequent question is 
therefore whether such benefits can be achieved through improvements in resource 
allocation without disadvantaging landlords. 

8.3 regulATion in prAcTice

The regulations introduced in war conditions during both the first and second world 
wars were generally what have been called first-generation rent controls. These con-
trolled rents at below-market levels, did not provide adequately for rent increases 
when economic conditions changed and costs rose, and often introduced stringent 
security of tenure rules which allowed tenants to stay for life and sometimes to pass 
the tenancy on to the next generation. It is hardly surprising that landlords facing 
these conditions had every incentive to leave the sector, especially when the dwelling 
became vacant and especially if the property could be transferred to another more 
vibrant tenure – in many countries owner-occupation. Where this was not possible, 
landlords tended to reduce management and maintenance in order to reduce costs, so 
properties fell into disrepair. 

The response in many European countries was to deregulate, usually over some dec-
ades and sometimes leaving in place legacy tenancies which survive today. In other 
countries the policy approach was to introduce more sophisticated forms of regula-
tion, known as second- and third-generation rent controls. Under these regimes land-
lords were free to set initial rents at market levels but were permitted to increase rents 
only in relation to some well-defined index or to costs incurred. Security of tenure 
was also remodelled to emphasise contractual enforcement and increased freedom for 
landlords to regain possession in well-specified circumstances. The specific attributes 
of each regulatory regime determine whether it is more pro-landlord or pro-tenant, 
but to be sustainable into the longer term there must be some balance between the 
different stakeholders to generate the investment required to meet demands.

What scale of private rented sector is appropriate in any given country depends on the 
attributes of the overall housing market and on inter-tenure relationships. Many coun-
tries over the decades have favoured owner-occupation as the tenure of aspiration. In 
these countries the emphasis has also often been on deregulation of finance markets, 
enabling dwelling units to move flexibly between tenures and reducing transactions 
costs – as well as on deregulation of the private rented sector. In such countries the 
role of the private rented sector is almost inherently going to be smaller than in coun-
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tries where tax treatment of housing is more tenure-neutral, subsidies are offered to 
landlords and there are non-housing investment opportunities for tenants. 

Equally some countries have large social sectors which accommodate not only poor-
er and more vulnerable households but sometimes a much wider range of working 
households. Again this will reduce the sustainable size of the private rented sector. On 
the other hand there are countries that see private renting as able to provide for the 
whole range of tenant households and therefore look at investment in private renting 
more favourably. On the whole, countries in this category tend to use taxes as much as 
subsidies as the main means of supporting the sector.

Governments in the main are both more incrementalist and more holistic in their 
policy approaches than commentators tend to suggest. So countries with larger pri-
vate rented sectors, observing the need for change, tend to look to the private rented 
sector for solutions; while countries that emphasise different tenures will tend to look 
first to those other tenures to solve emerging problems. So governments will tend 
to use the range of instruments which they already understand and for which they 
have the appropriate legal infrastructure. Equally, we often see changes in regula-
tion being complemented by changes in taxation, subsidy or the role of direct provi-
sion. For instance, landlords may be offered tax incentives to invest in private renting 
when regulation which makes it easier to leave the sector is introduced. Further, gov-
ernments tend to follow well-trodden tracks when developing policy, so for instance 
many of the changes in policy towards private renting have followed from broader 
policy agendas such as privatisation and financial deregulation. Finally, policies may 
simply be a response to problems that were a consequence of earlier policy change – so 
for instance as social housing has declined in importance, governments have placed 
more emphasis on the private rented sector’s role in accommodating more vulnerable 
households.

The starting point of the project in the 1980s was a period when many changes in 
regulation had already been introduced. In particular, second-generation rent controls 
were already in place in a number of countries – notably Germany and Switzerland 
and to a lesser degree France among the case study countries. In other countries there 
had been very significant moves towards deregulation, resulting in almost complete 
decontrol in Ireland and significantly increased freedom (which often resulted in land-
lords leaving the sector) in England. Starting from the position in the early 1980s the 
research examined how regulation has changed across major European countries over 
the following decades and how these changes can be related to the scale of private 
renting in each country. The picture presented is a complex one.

8.4 The reseArch ApproAch

The first element in the research involved looking at the definitions of private renting 
and the importance of the sector in countries across Europe. In principle one might 
expect the definition of private rented housing to be based either on ownership (that 
is, to include all rented housing owned by profit-seeking providers – even though this 
would exclude many who let for other reasons) or on allocation (that is, to include all 
rented housing allocated by the market – although this would run up against the real-
ity that regulation normally restricts rents so that a non-price allocation mechanism 
is required). 

In practice there was no single definition across, or often within, countries. For 
instance sometimes the definition applied to households and sometimes to dwellings; 
sometimes it included furnished accommodation, sometimes not; and in some coun-
tries, it was simply a residual category – that is, all rented units (or tenant households) 
whose landlord was not a government agency.
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In undertaking this type of comparative analysis it was usually only possible to use 
the definition employed by government and international agencies, even though this 
may mean that we are not fully comparing like with like. On this basis the case-study 
countries include 70 percent of all dwellings in Europe and 80 percent of all private 
rented provision. It is therefore one of the most comprehensive studies of regulation 
in Europe available.

Our initial approach involved selecting eleven European countries across the spec-
trum of regulation with very different scales of private renting: these were (in alpha-
betical order) Denmark, England, France, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, 
the Republic of Ireland, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland. Initially we looked to provide 
a general picture of regulation and changes in regulation in relation to the size of the 
sector for all countries. We then expected to concentrate in greater detail on six coun-
tries with larger rented sectors that represented the range of different circumstances. 
In practice the extent of detail examined has depended more on the complexity of the 
regimes and the role played by private renting within their overall housing systems. 
Thus among the ‘light touch’ countries there is relatively little detail on the Republic of 
Ireland and Norway where the scale of private renting is small and regulatory change 
can be readily described. There is more detail on Switzerland where private renting is 
the dominant tenure, and on Denmark and the Netherlands where there have been 
important changes on regulation which do not fit the general pattern.

The approach to understanding the situation in each country was:

•	 First,	to	review	the	available	literature	and	to	summarise	the	most	
important elements of each housing and regulatory system over 
the three decades of the study; 

•	 second,	to	ask	country	experts	to	check	and	expand	on	our	find-
ings; 

•	 third,	to	hold	a	Roundtable	to	discuss	both	detailed	issues	about	
the individual countries and more general comparative and cross-
country questions;

•	 fourth,	to	analyse	the	resultant	material	in	order	to	develop	
typologies of regulation and to relate these typologies to the scale 
of the private rented sector; 

•	 fifth,	to	consider	other	attributes	that	affect	the	position	of	private	
renting relative to other tenures, including subsidy, taxation and 
investment and broader policies; and 

•	 finally,	to	bring	all	the	material	together	into	a	full	report	together	
with annexes for each country.

It is very important to remember that the objective of our research was not to develop 
a single index of regulation and use it to compare countries. Regulation, with its very 
different objectives and mix of instruments, is far too complex for this approach to 
be appropriate. Rather our first objective was to provide a multi-faceted typology of 
regulation by which it is possible to examine both the nature of regulation at any given 
point of time and changes over time within each country. The second was to examine 
whether there were clear relationships between regulation and the scale of the sec-
tor in each country, and the third was to place this analysis within the more general 
framework of housing markets and housing policy. The final step was to provide an 
overview of all these relationships to discover whether clear patterns emerge.
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8.5 The findings

Before discussing our findings it is important to re-iterate that (i) the data are often 
poor and difficult to interpret; (ii) while general patterns may be clear, in each country 
there is an enormous range of regulatory detail which impacts on behaviour in dif-
ferent ways and cannot always be easily summarised; and (iii) it is important to read 
the main report in conjunction with the country chapters because that detail is often 
important. It is also necessary to distinguish carefully between perceptions of regula-
tion, which may be affected by past experience or ideology as well as by how the regu-
latory regime operates on the ground, and the legal and administrative framework 
which ultimately determines the rights and responsibilities of current and potential 
landlords and tenants. 

Our detailed findings can be summarised as follows: 

The main attributes of any regulatory regime include

(i)  how initial rents and rent changes are determined, which is the 
core element addressed in the literature; 

(ii)  the security of tenure available to tenants and the impact this 
has on landlords’ property rights. Attributes of security of tenure 
include in particular

(a) the length of the lease; 
 
(b) the ease with which tenants can extend their tenure   

on the one hand and the ease with which landlords can   
gain vacant possession on the other; 

 
(c)  the right of the landlord to sell the property whether 
 tenanted or vacant; 

(iii)  the mechanisms and effectiveness by which these regulations   
 are enforced.

In addition regulatory regimes address issues of housing quality – but these are not 
generally tenure specific, so are mainly excluded from the discussion.

Using a typology based on these three main attributes – rents and rent changes, differ-
ent aspects of security of tenure and enforcement – we can categorise the regulatory 
systems in the eleven countries. What then becomes clear is that each country has 
its own mix of attributes, that these attributes have changed over time and that the 
elements that make up each regulatory regime and how they have changed, are not 
independent of one another. 

Equally, specific elements of regulation may operate quite differently in different coun-
tries. Indefinite contracts may in some countries allow tenants to have near-lifetime 
tenure while in others there may be many ways in which a landlord can terminate an 
indefinite contract.

Taking these complexities into account, it was still possible to produce a simplified 
typology which categorised countries into three groups: those with limited regulation; 
those with strong regulation and those in between, where the regulatory framework 
has various degrees of additional flexibility. In the 1980s five of our case-study coun-
tries (Denmark, England, Finland, the Netherlands and Spain) had strong regulation; 
another five had medium/significant regulation (France, Germany, Norway, Sweden and 
Switzerland) and only one country, the Republic of Ireland, had low levels of regulation.
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Over the following three decades regulation eased across much of Europe. Deregula-
tion took place mainly from the 1980s (and in some cases earlier) to the mid-1990s. 
Since then systems have generally been quite stable with some limited evidence of 
increasing regulation, notably with respect to security of tenure. 

Deregulation has taken place more in countries where the degree of regulation was 
highest in the 1980s and most of the largest changes relate to initial rent-setting proce-
dures. As a result there are examples of countries, in particular England and Finland, 
moving from highly regulated regimes to almost unregulated ones. 

It should be noted that most countries have more than one regulatory regime in place. 
Generally, these are earlier and stronger systems which die out as tenants move on (or 
die) and new tenancies are governed by current rules. The exceptions are Denmark 
and the Netherlands. In Denmark traditionally strong regulation continues to apply to 
all dwellings that were built before 1991 – which includes the vast majority of privately 
rented units. In the Netherland the new deregulated system applies only to a small 
proportion of relatively expensive properties, although this will change over time. 

The relationship between the levels and changes in the size of the sector and changes 
in regulatory frameworks is not consistent across countries. What is clear however 
is that lower regulation is not generally associated with larger private rented sectors. 
Where growth in the private rented sector has been observed in countries with declin-
ing regulation it has not followed immediately on regulatory change but rather has 
occurred later and at least in part in response to changes in other factors. More gener-
ally, housing systems take long periods to adjust so by looking at particular points in 
time we observe situations which are more or less in disequilibrium. 

England is the most obvious example here, where the size of the sector rose very slow-
ly after the most important deregulatory initiative in 1988. It was only when Buy to 
Let mortgages were introduced in the late 1990s that the size of the sector began to 
increase rapidly in response to mortgage availability and worsening affordability and 
increased financial risks associated with owner-occupation. Deregulation was there-
fore a necessary but not a sufficient condition for growth.

Large-scale private rented sectors are concentrated in countries with long histories 
of state support and fiscal benefits to encourage investment in private renting. These 
have helped to maintain its attractiveness in relation to other investment options 
including owner-occupation. Germany and Switzerland are the main examples among 
the case-study countries. In these countries the regulatory regimes generally protect 
tenants from unexpected increases in rents but have clear-cut mechanisms for enforc-
ing contracts and means of adjusting rents in response to changes in demand and cost. 
Equally they tend to have limited social rented sectors and significant constraints on 
entering owner-occupation. 

Importantly these countries have had relatively stable regulatory regimes. Howev-
er, this is also true in the Netherlands where the size of the private rented sector 
has declined dramatically. It is also true in Sweden where the size of the sector has 
remained fairly stable but at a much lower proportion of the total stock than in Ger-
many and Switzerland. Unlike Germany and Switzerland, both the Netherlands and 
Sweden have large social sectors that meet many people’s demands for rental housing.

In recent years, a number of European countries have been looking to modify their reg-
ulatory systems to help meet the needs of those excluded from owner-occupation and 
to reduce the cost to the public sector of providing effectively for poorer households. 
The nature of these revisions has differed between countries: some have deregulated 
further, while others have increased regulation (mainly with respect to security of 
tenure).
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More generally there is no obvious consensus across countries about how an effective 
private rented sector should be regulated, in part because of the very different eco-
nomic, fiscal and legal arrangements in place in the different countries. 

What does appear to be the case is that the nature and extent of regulation in the 
private rented sector in each country tends to be in line with more general attitudes 
and policies being implemented in that country. For instance Germany and France 
have not undertaken large-scale liberalisation programmes and still have significant 
regulation of private renting. England and Finland have instigated large-scale general 
deregulatory policies and have privately rented sectors which are strongly market ori-
ented.

8.6 Answering The quesTions

Finally, to answer the specific questions:

1. What has happened to the size of the private rented sector in 
countries across Europe since the 1980s?

The relative scale of private renting has declined in most of the case study countries. 
Only in England has there been a really significant increase in proportional terms, 
although in some countries there has been relative stability while others have seen 
increases in absolute numbers.

2. What types of rent and security regulation were in place in the 
1980s and how did they change over the period to 2010?

In the 1980s the ‘norm’ was strong first-generation rent controls with little capacity 
to adjust rents in relation to either costs or demand. There was also generally long-
term security of tenure for tenants. Over the period traditional rent control has almost 
ceased to exist and regulation has become both more flexible and more sophisticated 
– at its best taking account of market pressures while at the same time addressing 
market failures. 

3. Is there any obvious relationship between the extent of regula-
tion and changes in that regulation and the size of the sector and 
its growth or decline over the period? 

The general picture is of decline in scale whatever the regulatory framework even 
though there are still examples of countries with large private rented sectors and rela-
tively stable regulatory frameworks. There is only the one example where deregula-
tion has been associated with significant growth in the sector – and that growth took 
at least a decade to emerge. Examples where regulation has been stable or even in 
some cases increased include countries where the sector has declined rapidly as well 
as others where there has been little change in scale.

4. Are there other factors which help to explain why the scale of 
private renting varies between countries?

A number of other factors may be equally or more important than regulation in dif-
ferent contexts. The most important factors include the relative taxation and subsidy 
position of private renting as compared to other tenures and the scale of social hous-
ing provision but each country has its own mix of regulation and other policies.

Overall, what we observe is a multiplicity of regulatory regimes different in both their 
basic approach and in detail. Further, the size of the private rented sector is not just an 
outcome of these regulatory regimes but also of the relative attractiveness and acces-
sibility of other tenures as well as of the availability of other investment opportunities. 
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Annex 1: definiTions of privATe renTed secTor used in nATionAl dATA

dENmaRK
Social rental dwellings are rented out by a non-profit housing association. These hous-
ing associations must be approved by the Minister of Housing. Social rental dwellings 
receive public grants. The income from the rent and public subsidies must balance out 
in the accounts. Private rental dwellings are dwellings not rented by non-profit hous-
ing associations, but for instance, by a private individual, a company, etc.  

ENglaNd
A self-contained dwelling unit occupied by a person other than the owner against a 
fee and not owned by a local authority, a housing association, or an employer of the 
tenant. 

fINlaNd 
A social rental dwelling is financed with a state-subsidised housing loan. It concerns 
public communities and non-profit housing societies. Residents are selected on social 
grounds, e.g. means tested and housing is allocated by officials. Private rental dwellings 
are non-subsidised rental units owned by private individuals or institutions. 

fRaNCE 
The distinction between social and private rental dwellings is made on the basis of 
the status of the owner of the dwellings. Social rental dwellings are dwellings owned 
by HLM bodies. Other social housing benefiting from state subsidies is owned by the 
Sociétés d’Economie Mixte (SEM) or by the Société Centrale Immobilière de la Caisse 
des Dépots et Consignation (CDC). These latter categories have regulated rent, but do 
not have the HLM status. 

gERmaNy 
Rental dwellings are dwellings which are not owned by the occupants or by any other 
member of the household. A distinction is made between the social and private rental 
dwellings constructed in or after 1949. Social rental dwellings are rental dwellings for 
which supply-side financial aid is received and rent caps apply. The rest of the category 
consists of private rental dwellings. 

IRElaNd 
There is no official definition for private rented dwellings. However, the regulation 
under the Residential Tenancies Act (2004) covers only self-contained rental units 
excluding bed and breakfast accommodation and lodging rooms. 

NEthERlaNdS 
Social rental dwellings are subsidised, relatively cheap rental dwellings, built and rent-
ed out by a housing association or by a municipality. All other independent rental units 
owned by an institution or a private person can be regarded as private rented. 

NoRWay 
Norway has no official definition of a private rented sector. Public statistics regard all 
rental units that are not owned or controlled by the state as private rented. 

SPaIN  
The difference between (subsidised) social rental housing and private housing refers 
to the fact that in the former the amount of rent is set administratively (a given per-
centage is applied to the price of the dwelling) and is updated every year by applying 
the consumer price index. Social rental dwellings are subsidised as well. Other rental 
dwellings are private rental dwellings. 
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SWEdEN 
Sweden has by definition no social housing. There is however public non-profit housing. 
About half of the rental sector (mainly consisting of multi-family housing) is owned by 
non-profit municipally owned housing companies. The other half is privately owned 
and for profit. No restrictions (e.g. income ceilings) apply as to the groups that may 
rent the flats owned by public non-profit companies. Through the rent-setting system 
the rent level in the public non-profit sector virtually determines the rent level in the 
private for-profit rental sector. The rent for a privately owned dwelling may not sub-
stantially exceed the rent for an equivalent dwelling rented from a public non-profit 
company in the same locality. 

SWItZERlaNd
The private rented sector incorporates all dwellings owned by profit-making landlords 
and state-regulated institutional investors (such as pension funds) and used for rental 
purposes. 
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Annex 2: privATe renTed secTor in europe 

priVate rented sector (prs) in europe 
country total dwelling stock private rented sector as proportion 

of total stock (%)
Belgium 4,858,000 24

czech republic 4,486,000 9

Germany (including former GDr from 1991) 39,551,000 49

estonia 633,000 0

ireland 1,733,000 10

Greece 6,136,000 13

spain 23,918,000 13

france* 30,425,000 22

italy*** 26,700,000 15

cyprus (4) 325,000 14

Latvia (3) 998,000 18

Lithuania (4) 1,300,000 7

Luxembourg 125,000 24

netherlands 6,859,000 8

austria 3,872,000 20

Poland 12,872,000 4

Portugal 5,462,000 16

romania 8,202,000 2

slovenia 805,000 4

slovakia 1,940,000 3

finland 2,760,000 14

united Kingdom 26,198,000 13

norway 2,055,000 19

switzerland(1) 3,028,000 58

sweden 4,404,000 23

Denmark 2,621,000 17

hungary** 3,724,000 4

Bulgaria** (2) 3,716,000 2

malta**** (4) 125,000 16

total in all countries 229,831,000

sources: 

total housing stock from emf (2010), rounded to nearest 000; Prs share from oecD (on request)

* figure for 2004

** figure for 2001

*** figure for 2003

**** figure for 2006

(1) swiss data (all) for 2000 from federal statistics Department

(2) Prs share for Bulgaria (2001) and romania (2002) from tsenkova (2005)

(3) Prs data for Latvia from european union housing statistics (2010)

(4) Prs data from Dol & haffner (2010) housing statistics in the european union 2010.
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Annex 3:  sTylised impAcTs of regulATory conTrols on lAndlords  
 And TenAnTs 

Tables 1-5 deal with the effects of specific types of regulation on the various economic 
actors in the system, and Tables 6 and 7 set out the expected effects of some typical 
regulatory combinations on the housing system as a whole.

colour key
regulations benefit these economic actors/produce the incentives intended

regulations impose costs or increase risks for this category/lead to perverse incentives

incidence of costs or benefits depends on detail of regulation and/or relative negotiating power of economic actors

regulATion Type 1: conTrol of renT levels

Economic rationale: Addresses asymmetric power of landlords stemming from inelas-
tic supply of rented housing (due to geographical constraints, planning restrictions, 
financial system etc.) 

table a1: incidence oF regulation For control oF rent leVels

categories oF econoMic 
actors

how these econoMic actors are aFFected by control oF 
rent leVels
Financial cost or beneFit/
potential rate oF return

incentiVes

landlords those who own when 
the measure is first 
introduced

income cost in terms of reduced rents 
achieved; fall in capital value reflecting 
lower yield  

Before imposition of regulation: 
incentive to raise rents.  after: incen-
tive to under-invest in maintenance 
(if it cannot be recouped by higher 
rents) or to transfer dwelling to other 
tenures if this is allowed

subsequent landlords Depends.  in theory neutral, as they paid 
a lower initial price reflecting limited 
yields – but this only holds if future rent 
levels are predictable

Potential landlords Depends. if asset values accu-
rately reflect low yields then in theory 
neutral

tenants tenants when the meas-
ure is first introduced

Benefit in terms of below-market rents, 
but may face problems of maintenance

incentive to remain in rent-controlled 
dwelling when household otherwise 
would move. incentive to sublet at 
market rent

subsequent tenants

Potential tenants Benefits those who can find a dwelling 
to rent; disadvantages those who cannot 
because of reduced supply. Latter prob-
ably predominate

time-rich and cash-poor have an 
incentive to spend time searching 
for rent-controlled dwellings; others 
must find dwellings in other tenures
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regulATion Type 2: conTrol of renT increAses

Economic rationale: Addresses asymmetric power of landlords stemming from inelas-
tic supply of rented housing (due to geographical constraints, planning restrictions, 
financial system etc.) and monopoly power of landlords vis-à-vis sitting tenants (i.e., 
because each dwelling is unique each landlord is a monopoly supplier of the dwelling[s] 
he owns)

table a2: incidence oF regulation For control oF rent increases

categories oF econoMic 
actors

how these econoMic actors are aFFected by control 
oF rent increases
Financial cost or beneFit/
potential rate oF return

incentiVes

landlords those who own 
when the measure 
is first introduced

Depends on details of 
regulation. some impose 
income cost in terms of 
reduced rents achieved 
leading to a fall in capital 
value reflecting lower yield, 
but others result in market- 
or near-market rents

if rent increases are per-
mitted on new leases, 
incentive to evict existing 
tenants

if landlords can increase 
rents to pay for improve-
ments, incentive is to 
invest in Prssubsequent 

landlords

Potential landlords Depends. if asset values 
accurately reflect low yields 
then in theory neutral

tenants tenants when the 
measure is first 
introduced

Benefit in terms of below-
market rents, but may face 
problems of maintenance

incentive to remain in rent-controlled dwelling when 
household otherwise would move. incentive to sublet 
at market rent

subsequent ten-
ants

Potential tenants Benefits those who can find 
a dwelling to rent; disadvan-
tages those who cannot 
because of limited supply.  
Latter probably predominate
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regulATion Type 3: provisions To proTecT TenAnTs’ securiTy of 
Tenure 

(including unlimited or long minimum lease terms, compulsory lease renewal at ten-
ant’s request, permitting landlord to terminate lease only for certain reasons, long 
notice periods for eviction, lease terms binding on subsequent owners of the dwelling)

Economic rationale: Addresses asymmetric power of landlords stemming from inelas-
tic supply of rented housing (due to geographical constraints, planning restrictions, 
financial system etc.) and monopoly power of landlords vis-à-vis sitting tenants (i.e., 
because each dwelling is unique each landlord is a monopoly supplier of the dwelling[s] 
he owns)

table a3: incidence oF regulation For proVisions to protect tenants’  
security oF tenure

categories oF econoMic 
actors

how these econoMic actors are aFFected by proVisions to  
protect tenants’ security oF tenure
Financial cost or beneFit/
potential rate oF return

incentiVes

landlords those who own when 
the measure is first 
introduced

effect on income depends on provisions 
of associated rent control.  effect on 
capital value depends on whether lease 
terms bind purchaser. reduces landlords’ 
freedom, which could be expected to 
negatively affect value

incentive to rent only to ‘safe’ tenants

subsequent landlords

Potential landlords may deter investment, particu-
larly if lease terms bind succeeding 
purchasers

tenants tenants when the meas-
ure is first introduced

offers certainty that long-term residence 
is possible

subsequent tenants

Potential tenants

regulATion Type 4: meAsures ThAT AffecT lAndlords’ AbiliTy To 
evicT problem TenAnTs

These include regulations specifically designed to protect tenants’ rights but also 
those features of the bureaucratic and legal system that affect evictions in practice. 
Examples include

•	 minimum	period	of	written	notice	for	eviction
•	 if	court	order	required,	typical	time	and	expense	required	to	

secure such an order
•	 legislation	setting	out	specific	permissible	reasons	for	eviction

In general, the longer the time required to remove problem tenants, the greater the 
economic loss to the landlord through foregone rents and possibly damage to the 
property.

Economic rationale: Addresses asymmetric power of landlords stemming from inelas-
tic supply of rented housing (due to geographical constraints, planning restrictions, 
financial system etc.) and monopoly power of landlords vis-à-vis sitting tenants (i.e., 
because each dwelling is unique each landlord is a monopoly supplier of the dwelling[s] 
he owns)
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table a4: incidence oF regulations that aFFect eVictions oF probleM tenants

categories oF econoMic 
actors

how these econoMic actors are aFFected by proVisions 
that aFFect eVictions oF probleM tenants
Financial cost or beneFit/
potential rate oF return

incentiVes

landlords those who own when 
the measure is first 
introduced

effect on income depends on length of 
time required to remove problem tenants 
and associated cost. reduces landlords’ 
freedom, which could be expected to 
negatively affect value

incentive to rent only to ‘safe’ tenants

subsequent landlords

Potential landlords may deter investment

tenants tenants when the meas-
ure is first introduced

offers protection against capricious 
eviction

subsequent tenants

Potential tenants

regulATion Type 5: quAliTy And sAfeTy sTAndArds 

(fire, electrical and gas safety; minimum space standards; ventilation and access, etc.)

Economic rationale: Addresses negative externalities (e.g. fire risk to neighbouring prop-
erties of unsafe structures) and increases information through inspections. Possible 
merit good justification for some regulations.

table a5: incidence oF regulation For quality standards

categories oF econoMic 
actors

how these actors are aFFected by quality & saFety regu-
lation
Financial cost or beneFit/
potential rate oF return

incentiVes

landlords those who own when 
the measure is first 
introduced

relative cost incidence between landlord 
and tenant depends on detail of regula-
tion – in some countries landlords can 
pass on costs  

subsequent landlords small cost for ongoing repairs, inspec-
tions etc – but may be passed on to 
tenants

Potential landlords Probably neutral if all properties meet 
standard

tenants tenants when the meas-
ure is first introduced

relative cost incidence between landlord 
and tenant depends on detail of regula-
tion – in some countries landlords can 
pass on costs

subsequent tenants higher rents if landlord can pass on costs 

Potential tenants higher rents if landlord can pass on costs

others owners of neighbouring 
properties

Possible benefits if improvement of rental 
units increases value of neighbouring 
dwellings
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DENMARK

 
About 14 percent of dwellings were privately rented in 2010, down from 35 
percent in 1970, 22 percent in the early 1980s and 18 percent in the early 
1990s. 

Although there had been earlier attempts to make the regulation of the pri-
vate rented sector more flexible, until 1991 the whole of the Danish private 
rented sector was strongly controlled. There were two main sets of rules about 
rent-setting; one applied a formula that related rents to costs, and the other 
allowed for administratively determined rents that were based on the rents of 
comparable dwellings. Both sets of rules produced rents that were well below 
notional market levels. Security of tenure was strong.

In 1991 initial rents were completely deregulated but this deregulation only 
applied to new dwellings. As a result, most rents remain strongly regulated, 
especially as multi-unit buildings constructed before 1966 for private rental 
are effectively locked into the tenure, as it is not legal to divide the ownership 
and sell units to owner-occupiers. Since 1991, there have been few changes in 
the regulatory picture.

Currently some 88 percent of rented dwellings have regulated rents. Initial 
rent levels are regulated for all pre-1992 units while rent increases must be set 
out in the lease contract, even for those dwellings whose initial rent is unregu-
lated. There is strong security of tenure: the standard lease is an open-ended 
contract, while the landlord can regain the property only in a few prescribed 
ways. Tenants may sub-let and trade tenancies.

Although experts including the OECD have criticised the Danish system and 
called for the gradual elimination of rent regulation, the topic is politically con-
tentious and there seems to be little prospect of imminent change. The sector 
is seen as the poor relation in a country where owner-occupation is strongly 
tax-favoured and social housing is of good quality and is not stigmatised.

regulATion prior To The 1980s

The first regulation of rents in Denmark was a rent freeze in 1916, imposed in response 
to big rent increases in the first year of World War I. Rent committees were set up by 
municipalities to ensure that the freeze was adhered to and renters’ rights protected. 
After 1918, the freeze was gradually relaxed until it was removed in 1931. Rent regula-
tion was then imposed ‘temporarily’ in March 1939, ‘for fear of strong rent rises during 
the coming world war, and of shortages of material for new construction’ (Lunde 2010 
p. 263). This was in harmony with the creation of redistributive welfare-state struc-
tures through the 1930s. The state in effect compelled landlords to subsidise rents, 
and the result was virtually to shut down private investment in rental dwellings end-
ing the prolific construction of new rental buildings that had characterised the 1930s. 
In addition to the rent freeze, there were bans on evictions and demolitions, a ban on 
owning more than one house, and forced auctions of empty homes.

Over the decades after World War II the stock of Danish housing grew, due to mas-
sive state subsidies for new construction of social housing, and the post-war housing 
shortages disappeared. Rent control, however, remained and became a tool for redis-
tribution.  Rather than eliminate the rent regulations (which were still categorised as 
‘temporary’), politicians added to them. The oft-amended law governing rent control 
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during the post-war period was the rent act (Lejeloven), under which rents are deter-
mined by ‘the value of the rented dwelling’. This was not a synonym for market rents, 
but in practice meant rents were based on the rents of units that were similar in terms 
of location, type, size, quality and standard (OECD 2006). There were various changes 
to the system in the 1950s, including permitting smaller municipalities to do away 
with regulation, but no change in principle. 

In 1966, however, there was political agreement about the desirability in principle of 
removing rent regulation and allowing rents to move with the market. It was felt that 
a one-off change would be too drastic, so a scheme was devised that was intended to 
gradually bring rents in both private and social rented housing up to market levels by 
1974. But the scheme, which was based on fixed annual percentage increases in rent, 
did not anticipate the high inflation of the early 1970s and was not adjusted to take it 
into account. In 1974, then, rents in the private rented sector were at more or less the 
same level in real terms as they had been in 1967 (Christoffersen 2010; OECD 1999). 

The 1966 agreement also for the first time allowed for the division of ownership in 
former rental buildings, to permit creation of owner-occupied apartments. There were 
minimum requirements regarding the physical condition and facilities, and new mul-
ti-unit buildings could be owner-occupied from the beginning. This led to the exodus 
of the best quality parts of the private rented sector from the tenure. After 1975 this 
type of change increased greatly, as tenant co-operatives were given the right of first 
refusal. The calculation of sales prices was regulated in such a way as to make it diffi-
cult for the original owners to capture any capital gains. This avenue of tenure change 
was closed in 1979 for most properties. 

In 1975 a new rent-control act (Boligreguleringsloven) was passed which replaced or sup-
plemented some of the provisions of the Lejeloven in certain areas of the country. The 
act introduced a system of cost-based rents, which applied automatically to municipal-
ities with a population of more than 20,000 inhabitants in 1979. Other municipalities 
could choose whether to regulate rents using the provisions of the earlier Lejeloven or 
the new law, and as of 2003 about 369,000 units were subject to the cost-rent regime 
with only about 55,000 under the earlier law (OECD 2006). The new system implied a 
real increase in rents in 1976 of about 30 percent in real terms (OECD 1999). There are 
currently plans to combine the Boligreguleringsloven and Lejeloven into a single act; pro-
posals are due to be published in early 2012. 

The lack of maintenance in the PRS that many attributed to rent control was addressed 
by a series of urban renewal programmes in the 1970s. These did not explicitly target 
the PRS but as these were the buildings in worst repair they benefitted most.

deregulATion of renTs on posT-1991 consTrucTion And The 
complexiTy of currenT renT sysTems

In 1991, the law was changed to allow landlords and tenants freely to agree rents on 
negotiation of a new lease but only for dwellings constructed after 1991, and only if the 
lease specifically stated that the rent was not subject to control. For freely-set rents, 
subsequent rent rises are limited to the cost of living or trappeleje (step change), where 
the rent increases annually by a set amount that is stipulated in the lease. In 2004, 
landlords were allowed to charge market rents for new rooftop (‘penthouse’) apart-
ments built on top of otherwise rent-controlled buildings. A relatively small percent-
age of privately rented dwellings were built since 1991 and thus are not subject to 
any kind of rent regulation. Calculations based on official statistics indicate that they 
make up about 7 percent of the stock (Table 1), while Folketingets Boligudvalg (2011b) 
states that they comprise about 12 percent of the rented stock. In all, about 90 percent 
of all privately rented dwellings are subject to some form of rent regulation. Some 88 
percent of buildings with between 11 and 20 units have regulated rents. 
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table 1: application oF rent regulation across priVate rented housing stock, 2011

priVate rented dwelling type age nuMber 
(000s)

regulated? % oF 
total

Dwellings in buildings with 3 or more units Pre-1991 270 most yes 66

Post-1991 18 no 4

single family houses or dwellings in two-unit 
buildings 

Pre-1991 107 most yes 26

Post-1991 12 no 3

totaL 407

source: cchPr estimates based on Danmarks statistik – statistikbanken.dk table BoL 101. excludes non-self-contained and ‘other’ dwellings

Calculation of rents is complex. Edlund (2003) states that ‘currently, at least five dif-
ferent rent control systems exist simultaneously.’ This has come about because the 
various changes in regulation sometimes applied only to housing constructed subse-
quently, while existing housing remained subject to the previous regulatory regime. 

The most important systems now are the running-cost system or omkostningsbestemt 
husleje, which applies in most areas, and the value-of-the-rented-property or det lejedes 
værdi system. Under the running-cost system, which applies to most dwellings with 
regulated rents, the landlord and tenant are not free to agree the rent level. The per-
mitted rent is based on the landlord’s running costs plus a fixed owner’s yield (which 
varies with the age of the building and is based on the 1973 value of the dwelling) and 
a fixed amount for exterior maintenance. Rents can be raised if the running costs 
exceed the existing rent, or if the landlord has made improvements (Edlund 2003). 

The other main system is called the ‘value of the rented dwelling’; this applies to all 
properties (whether houses or flats) constructed before 1991 and not subject to the 
running-cost system. The concept of the value of the rented dwelling can be traced 
back to a 1923 law designed to prevent usury by private landlords in Copenhagen. 
It was not meant to be a market rent, nor was it a rent calculated on the basis of the 
dwelling’s characteristics; rather, it was meant to reflect the average rent for a dwell-
ing of a particular quality in specific area of the city. Under this system it is possible 
(and not uncommon) for tenants to sign a lease agreeing to pay a certain rent, then 
request immediately that it be reviewed by the rent tribunal with a view to having it 
reduced to ‘the value of the rented dwelling.’ 

For pre-1991 dwellings, individual municipalities can decide whether to use the run-
ning-cost system for multi-unit buildings; if not the value-of-the-rented property rules 
apply. The value-of-the-rented property rules also apply to smaller buildings every-
where. In practice however the rents on smaller buildings are heavily influenced by 
the cost-based system, because in establishing the value of the rented dwelling it is 
only permissible to look at comparable dwellings in properties with seven or more 
units and most dwellings in such blocks are covered by the running-cost system 
(Folketingets Boligudvalg 2011c). The concepts of the two methods of rent control are 
very different. The rent levels resulting from the value of the rented property now tend 
to be higher than those in areas with running-cost rents, although this was not the 
case when the latter was introduced. Initial rents under the running-cost system may 
exceed ‘the value of the rented dwelling’, but if the initial running-cost rent is lower 
then it cannot subsequently be raised above ‘the value of the rented dwelling.’ 

With the agreement of their tenants, landlords subject to running-cost rents can bring 
their units out of the purview of this system by carrying out a ‘thorough renovation’; 
this is known as a ‘paragraph 5 clause 2’ renovation. After this rents can be set accord-
ing to ‘the value of the rented dwelling’, generally somewhat higher but still below 
the market level. This renovation and rent rise is on a unit-by-unit basis, so there are 
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buildings where some units are renovated and have near-market rents, while others 
are unrenovated and have cost-based rents.  About 2000 dwellings are modernised per 
annum under this provision, and on average the rent increases by 70 percent. In 18 
percent of PRS buildings, over half of units are renovated; professional landlords are 
the most likely to carry out these renovations (Andersen 2010 p. 205). 

There is a system of rent tribunals that deals with disputes between landlords and 
tenants (Edlund 2003). According to Edlund, ‘there is considerable uncertainty with 
regard to tenancy laws, particularly as a result of the many differing and complicated 
sets of rent regimes in force. Moreover, it is not possible for lay people to properly cal-
culate the maximum rent applicable to a particular tenancy.’

The effect of rent regulation is strengthened by the fact that the standard lease takes 
the form of an open-ended contract, which the landlord can interrupt only in a few 
prescribed cases. The tenants may sub-let and trade tenancies (OECD 2006).
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Table 2 sets out some details of the different rent control regimes in Denmark. 

table 2: rent control regiMes in denMark
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RenT Regime legislaTion DaTe applies To appRox numbeR of Dwellings DeTeRminaTion of 
iniTial RenT

DeTeRminaTion of subsequenT 
incReases

oveRseen by commenTs

‘Value of the rented dwelling’ 
or ‘value of the tenancy’ 
Det lejedes værdi (DLV)

The Rent Act
Lejeloven 

1939 et seq All private rented dwellings 
built before 1991, unless 
the Housing Regulation 
Law is in force in the 
municipality

55,200 as of 2003 (OECD 2006) NOT market rent, despite the 
name. Based on typical rents 
for similar units in the area, 
‘in terms of situation, type, 
size, quality, fittings and 
state of repair’

Lease to specify periodic rent increases 
(trappeleje – rent steps). If the rent is ‘sig-
nificantly’ (10-15%) below ‘the value of the 
rented dwelling’, the landlord can demand 
an increase to that level. This can be done 
at the earliest 2 years after initial lease or 
preceding rent rise. Rents can be increased 
when taxes rise

Municipal Rent Board
Huslejenævn 
and Housing Courts 
(boligretter)

Tenancies governed by these 
provisions are confusingly known 
in Denmark as ‘unregulated’ (by 
comparison with cost-based rents, 
below) even though rents are not 
freely determined

Cost-based rents 
Omkostningsbestemt husleje

Housing Regulation 
Law 
Boligreguleings-
loven

1975 More than 6 units, built 
before 1991. Default form 
of regulation for rental-
only buildings in larger 
communes (over 20,000 
residents), although local 
authority may decide not 
to apply this law. Smaller 
municipalities may choose 
to employ this form of 
regulation

191,400 as of 2003 (OECD 2006) Rents are ‘freely agreed’ but 
based on landlord’s running 
costs + fixed amounts for 
yield (different formulas 
depending on age of building) 
and exterior maintenance. 
Lease cannot contain rents 
or conditions more onerous 
than for other tenants in the 
building

Lease to specify periodic rent increases. Tax 
increases can be reflected. For leases from 
before 1/7/96: Lease terms could not be 
more onerous than rents and conditions for 
other tenancies in the building.
For leases after 1/7/96: Step increases can 
only be agreed if the initial rent was below 
the permitted cost-based rent  

Municipal Rent Board
Huslejenævn 
and Housing Courts 
(boligretter)

These tenancies are known as 
‘regulated’ rents. This regime applies 
in about six times as many com-
munes as the lejeloven, including 
most of the larger municipalities – 
together they have about 87% of the 
housing stock.  About 92% of all PRS 
dwellings are in municipalities that 
apply cost-based rents (Folketingets 
Boligudvalg 2011b). Calculation of 
yield for buildings built after 1964 
gives cost-based rents higher than 
market rents in some cases

Small buildings
Småhuse

Housing Regulation 
Law 
Boligreguleings-
loven
The Rent Act 
Lejeloven

1975 In unregulated municipali-
ties the Rent Act is in place. 
In regulated municipalities, 
the Rent Act is also in 
place if the building has 
1-6 units, but in reality 
rents are determined by the 
Housing Regulation Law.

142,000 as of 2003 (OECD 2006) Rents based on ‘value of 
the rented dwelling’ but the 
relevant comparators are 
dwellings with cost-based 
rents

As above As above Cost-based rents considered inap-
propriate for smaller buildings

Renovated dwellings Paragraph 5.2 of 
Housing Regulation 
Law
Boligregulerings-
loven

1996 Dwellings previously 
subject to cost-based rents 
that have been the subject 
of major improvements 
(those costing more than 
1,984 DKK/m2 or DKK 
266,918 total; cost floor 
updated annually)

12,500 as of 2003 (OECD 2006) Free but cannot go substan-
tially above ‘the value of the 
rented dwelling’

As of 2010 about 28,000 dwellings
(Folketingets Udvalg 2011b)

New buildings 1991 Buildings constructed 
post-1991 are free from 
rent regulation if so stated 
in the lease

17,400 as of 2003 (OECD 2006) Freely agreed, but cannot be 
‘obviously unfair’

Lease to specify periodic fixed rent increas-
es, or rent increases according to RPI

From 1991-2001, 14,000 private 
rental dwellings were built in cost-
based rent municipalities

Penthouses 2004 New rooftop apartments 
built on top of otherwise 
rent-controlled buildings

No information Freely agreed, but cannot be 
‘obviously unfair’

 
Sources: Retssal.dk (2011) Huslejeændringer (Changes in rents) www.retssal.dk; accessed 18 Feb 2011; De Økonomiske Råd (2001) ’Chapter III: 

The housing market – skewed and inefficient’ in Dansk Økonomi Forår 2001 (Danish Economy Spring 2001); EUI Tenancy Law Project: Final Report 

Denmark; OECD (2006) ‘Chapter 4: Housing: Less subsidy and more flexibility’ in OECD Economic Survey Denmark
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TAx And regulATory TreATmenT of privATe renTing compAred To 
oTher housing Tenures

According to Ball 2002, ‘landlords’ yields are taxed more than the returns of property 
owners in other sectors.’ Landlords (private individuals or companies) pay income tax 
on their rental income, and can offset interest charges. In the past, pension funds 
and life-insurance companies that owned private rented housing have received tax 
incentives during certain periods. These institutions were the main investors in new 
private rented housing in the period 1985-1999 (OECD 1999). In the early 2000s there 
was again a move to stimulate investment in the PRS, and pension funds and private 
investors were given tax credits and grants to invest in the construction of new rent-
al housing directed at middle-income groups (OECD 2000; Ball 2004). Since 2002, the 
profits of pension funds and insurance companies from investments in private rented 
property have been taxed at 15 percent rather than the normal corporate tax rate of 
30 (OECD 2006). Landlords who are private individuals cannot access these subsidies.

All other housing tenures in Denmark receive some sort of subsidy. The construction 
of social housing and new co-operatives is subsidised by the state, and neither social 
housing providers nor co-operatives are subject to income tax (and conversely have to 
bear the full burden of mortgage interest). 

Mortgage interest is currently deductible at a top rate of 32.7 percent. Until 1998 the 
treatment was more generous, as all interest payments (including but not limited to 
mortgage interest) were deductible at a tax rate of 40 to 46 percent (Ball 2002) down 
from 55 to 60 percent in the early 1980s (OECD 1999). This was offset by a tax on imput-
ed rental income, but the calculation of the imputed income was set at such a low 
rate that the overall tax position was very favourable to home ownership. The so-
called ‘Whitsun’ package of tax reforms of June 1998 lowered the deductibility of mort-
gage interest by fixing the applicable tax rate at 32 percent, and ended taxation of the 
imputed rent of owner-occupied dwellings. In its place a slightly higher property tax 
was imposed. The combined impact of these measures was to raise average net owner-
occupier housing expenditures by 15 percent (Ball 2001), but the tax burden has since 
been reduced by a property-tax freeze (OECD 2006). As of 2002 there was no capital 
gains tax on the sale of owner-occupied properties (Ball 2002).

The currenT scAle of The privATe renTed secTor (And subsecTors) 

According to the most recent statistics, about 14 percent of the Danish housing stock 
is in the PRS; in Copenhagen it is slightly higher at 18 percent. There are about 414,000 
PRS units in Denmark today. The number has been falling since about 1970, when it 
peaked at just over 600,000. Over the same period the number of social rental units 
has more than doubled from about 230,000 to over 500,000 (Christoffersen 2010 p. 21). 
Table 4 gives tenure changes since 1960. It suggests that the percentage of private 
rented dwellings has fallen steadily since 1960. However, recent information provided 
by the Danish Social Ministry suggests that the number of private rented dwellings 
increased by about 50,000 in the period from 2000-2010 (Folketingets Boligudvalg 2011). 

In Danish law, different regulations apply to various physical types of buildings, so 
it is meaningful to subdivide the PRS into dwelling types (Table 5). Danish experts 
consider the ‘real’ private rented sector to be comprised only of dwellings in buildings 
with three or more units. Definitional issues make it difficult to be precise about the 
number of units in the PRS: according to Danish official statistics there were about 
414,000 private rented units in 2011 (Table 5), while information provided by the Dan-
ish Social Ministry to Parliament gave a figure of 495,828 for 2010 (Folketingets Bolig-
udvalg 2011a).
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Table 3 summarises regulation and subsidies to housing in Denmark.

table 3: regulation and housing subsidies

instruMents housing tenures
owner-occupied private rental social housing co-operatives

income tax mortgage interest tax 
deductible

Profits taxed at 28% exempt exempt

real estate tax yes exempt exempt exempt

land tax yes yes yes yes

rent regulation n/a yes for older dwellings yes yes

character of hous-
ing support

Low real estate tax; 
subsidies from urban 
renewal scheme (as 
loans); exemption from 
capital gains tax

insider advantage 
accruing from rent 
regulation; subsidies 
from urban renewal 
scheme

exemption from 
real estate tax; 
insider advantages 
accruing from rent 
regulation; subsi-
dised construction

exemption from real 
estate and capital 
gains taxes; price cap 
on shares implies low 
second-hand prices; 
loans to finance new co-
op dwellings guaranteed 
by municipality

housing allowances 
for low income

no yes – about 35% of 
private renting house-
holds received in 2004

yes no

housing supplement 
in state pension

yes, as a loan yes yes yes, 40% grant 60% 
loan

source: oecD 2006, table 4.2; Lejernes Landsorganisation 2004, table 5.2

table 4: tenure since 1960 (%)

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2004 2011
owner-occupied 45.7 48.6 52.1 51.7 51.3 50.5 49.2

co-operative* 2.1 4.5 6.3 6.7 7.3

private rental 39.8 34.7 22.1 18.4 18.0 17.4 14.1

social rental 9.8 14.5 14.4 16.8 19.1 19.0 18.9

official housing 4.7 2.2 3.1 2.6 1.4 1.4 1.6

not in use 6.2 6.1 3.9 5.0 6.4

other or unknown 2.4

total number of dwellings (000s) 1,463 1,743 2,109 2,353 2,489 2,561 2,745

source: Lunde 2010; Danmarks statistik – statistikbanken.dk table BoL 101

* the co-operative tenure was created in the 1970s in order to allow tenants in private rented housing to buy their property (oecD 1999).

table 5: dwelling types in the danish priVate rented housing stock, 20111

dwelling type nuMber oF 
units

% oF prs 
dwellings

‘Permanent’ private rented units (in buildings with 3 or more units) 287,287 69

rented single-family homes or units in two-family buildings 119,398 29

not self-contained dwellings 2,922 0.7

other 4,629 1.1

total number of Prs dwellings 414,236

source: Danmarks statistikbank table BoL 101

1 folketingets Boligudvalg (2011b) gives a more detailed breakdown of dwelling types in the private rental stock.

country chaPters – DenmarK

105



PRS dwellings tend to be older and smaller than the rest of the housing stock. Some 36 
percent of private rented dwellings were built before 1920, compared to 19 percent for 
the housing stock as a whole (Danmarks Statistikbank Table BOL 101). 

In Denmark, the tenure of buildings is generally fixed and can only be altered with dif-
ficulty according to Christoffersen, ‘when a house is originally established in a given 
tenure, there are important restrictions and barriers with regard to later change of 
tenure’ (Christoffersen 2010 p. 29). In particular, ‘permanent’ rental buildings cannot 
generally be sold as individual units to owner-occupiers. This has been a matter of 
political contention, and there have been periods when such ‘breaking up’ was permit-
ted as part of urban regeneration programmes or to encourage owner-occupation or 
the formation of co-operatives (in Denmark a form of owner-occupation). The current 
position is that some rental buildings listed buildings or those built since 1966 can 
be broken up and sold as owner-occupied flats. In addition, any rental building with 
more than six units can be sold at market price to tenants if they create a co-operative 
housing society (ibid p. 197) although the tenants only have right of first refusal and 
cannot force a sale (i.e., there is no ‘right to buy’). According to Ball (2001), ‘Such rental 
buildings can be bought cheaply and come with significant tax breaks. A large number 
of conversions to co-operatives have arisen as a result.’ It is generally prohibited to 
demolish private rented housing.

New construction of private rental dwellings basically ceased in the 1970s but started 
again in the 1980s, mostly funded by institutional investors. Rules for construction 
of new social housing imposed a maximum m² cost, which meant it couldn’t be built 
in the best locations or the best quality, especially in the Copenhagen area (e 2010). 
This left a gap in the market for high-quality rental units. From a low level, new PRS 
construction continued to increase until the mid-2000s. From 2003-2007 there was an 
annual tax-incentive programme for institutional investors in the PRS, as well as a 
subsidy to private developers to build dedicated student accommodation. In addition, 
after 2007 there was an influx to the sector of newly constructed flats that were origi-
nally destined for owner occupation; when the decline in the housing market made 
them impossible to sell they were changed to private rental. As these units were origi-
nally built for owner occupation, they can in the future be sold as such.

renT levels And lAndlords

There is no up-to-date source of rent statistics in Denmark. In central Copenhagen in 
2008, controlled rents averaged DKK 1,039/m², while freely agreed rents on post-1991 
dwellings averaged 28 percent more at DKK 1,328/m², according to figures produced by 
the Danish Property Federation (Ejendomsforeningen 2012). In some areas, however, 
average market rents are below controlled rents. IPD Dansk Ejendomsindeks collects 
data on freely agreed rents for the big professional landlords; their figures show that 
the Copenhagen area has rents about 20 percent higher than in the provinces, and 
that rents are higher in buildings owned by professional investors (Christoffersen 2010  
p. 199). 

While rents for regulated dwellings are certainly below market levels, they have been 
increasing in real terms since 1980 (see OECD 1999, Figure 19). This is largely because 
of changes in the formulae governing cost rents, in particular increases in the allow-
ances for maintenance and capital charges. In 2001, Ball estimated that ‘for modern 
dwellings, rents are now similar to those in an open market, although such market 
rents in general still lie below levels where investments in building private rental prop-
erties are profitable.’ However, the Danish Economic Council said in its 2001 report on 
housing that rents would have to rise by 43 percent to reach market levels, and a 2004 
study calculated that market rents were some 53 percent above controlled rents in the 
Copenhagen area and 20 percent higher in small towns (Lejernes Landsorganisation 
2004, Table 15.1).
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Recent surveys show that about 40 percent of private landlords are individuals with 
other jobs; they tend to have small portfolios and therefore own only 8 percent of PRS 
dwellings. Professional landlords either individuals or businesses make up 35 percent 
of landlords but own more than half of PRS dwellings. The remaining landlords are 
companies whose main business is not renting, builders, and institutional investors. 
These last represent 7 percent of landlords and have 10 percent of dwellings. They tend 
to have been involved in the PRS for decades, as on average their first property was 
purchased in 1930 (Andersen 2010).

The market value of private rented housing currently far exceeds the capitalised yield 
because investors have been expecting the government to further free the rental mar-
ket.

mAny experTs recommend deregulATion

Experts both internal and external have been proposing reform of Danish rent regula-
tion for decades. The Danish Economic Council said in 1970 that there was no longer a 
shortage of housing in Denmark and advocated the elimination of rent regulation, but 
to no avail. In 1987 the Ølgaard Commission was appointed to look at housing policy, 
and published its report the following year. It focused mainly on social housing, and 
said that lifting rent control on the private sector would be a political gesture without 
real effect as long as the subsidies given to other tenures were unchanged (Christof-
fersen 2010 p. 123). 

In 1994 a rent law commission (Lejelovskommissionen) was set up to look specifically at 
rent regulation. Its 1997 report (Lejelovskommissionen 1997) recommended only mar-
ginal changes and did not address the issue of differing subsidies to different tenures.

The OECD devoted chapters to housing in its 1999 and 2006 economic surveys of Den-
mark; both made the case strongly for a relaxation leading to eventual elimination of 
rent regulation. The Danish Economic Council made similar points in a widely cited 
2001 report on the country’s housing market. 

The criticisms are based on the effect of the regulations on the utilisation and main-
tenance of the stock, and the disincentive they represent for new construction. Rents 
paid do not necessarily relate to dwellings’ desirability in terms of location, size and 
general attractiveness, leading to overconsumption of housing, lock-in effects and 
an insider/outsider split, where desirable homes are acquired on the basis of insid-
er knowledge. In addition, the limited availability of private rented housing brought 
about by rent control leads to a ‘pushing out’ of households into other tenures. This has 
a price effect on housing in those other tenures, particularly owner-occupied housing.

In terms of maintenance, until the late 1990s the formulae used for the various rent-
control regimes applied a standard amount for maintenance which did not reflect dif-
ferences in buildings’ physical condition or location, and landlords were limited in 
their ability to pass these costs on to tenants. This has led to an underinvestment in 
maintenance. The OECD in 1999 identified ‘a back-log of maintenance work of about 
DKr 12 billion (1989 prices) for the pre-1950 stock’ (p. 115). 

The maintenance charges were increased in the late 1990s, which improved mainte-
nance somewhat.  Of greater importance though were the effects of a widespread urban 
renewal programme in the early 1990s. Most of the housing improved was private 
rental housing. ‘Most of the urban renewal projects (were) carried out with the land-
lord as contractor, for whom the urban renewal project typically replaces and finances 
maintenance investment that the landlord otherwise would have had to undertake at 
a later stage to keep up the value of his housing capital’ (OECD 1999 p. 117). The OECD 
points out that ‘one of the main lessons to be drawn from the experiences of Denmark 
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and many other European countries is that rent controls, most often without proper 
regard for incentives to maintenance, have serious long-term effects on the quality 
of the relevant housing stock, in the end necessitating heavy government outlays to 
offset the deterioration of the capital stock’ (OECD 1999, p. 116).
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ENGLAND 

Private rented housing currently accounts for some 17 percent of the housing 
stock, down from over 50 percent immediately after the war, but up from 
about 11 percent in the early 1980s and 9 percent at its minimum in the late 
1980s. 

Rent deregulation started in the 1950s when creeping decontrol was intro-
duced and more expensive properties and newly built or converted units were 
freed from controls. In the 1960s fair rents were introduced which aimed to 
track notional market rents as if there were no scarcity. In fact in most of the 
country there was scarcity, and resulting rent levels were usually well below 
market. Tenure security remained very strong.  

In 1980 Margaret Thatcher’s government set in motion the deregulation of 
the sector by relaxing security of tenure on short-term lets and introducing 
market rents on long-term tenancies. In 1988 rent regulation was abolished 
for all new leases, and in 1997 the default form of tenancy was changed to 
one where the landlord has the right of possession at the end of the lease term. 
There is a tiny rump of tenancies still under older rules, but in general the 
English system is almost completely deregulated: the standard lease is a six-
month or one-year contract after which the landlord can reclaim the property 
with two months’ notice, and rent levels and rent increases are freely set. 

The relaxation of regulation, combined with the introduction in the mid-1990s 
of Buy-to-Let mortgages specifically targeted at residential landlords, together 
with problems of affordability and access to finance in the owner-occupied sec-
tor has led to the doubling of the sector since 1990, with most of the growth 
since the turn of the century. 

Private renting is still seen as inferior to owner-occupation by the vast major-
ity of households but it is increasingly important in housing not just for the 
young and mobile but also for families.

regulATion prior To The 1980s

Looked at through the lens of history, the story of housing tenure in England2 is one 
of a rise in owner-occupation and a corresponding shrinkage of the rental sector and 
particularly of private renting. This was the trend that prevailed throughout the 20th 
century. Owner-occupation grew from a small minority tenure at the turn of the 20th 
century until by 1971 just over half of dwellings were owned by their occupants. In 
2000 owner-occupation reached its zenith with 70 percent of dwellings in that tenure. 

Rent control was first introduced by the Rent Act of December 1915 as consequence 
of World War I, as in all other European countries involved in the war. This Act and 
its successors were all meant to be temporary, but in actuality rents continued to be 
controlled until the 1980s. Throughout the post-war period and up into the 1990s, the 
private rented sector was in decline. In 1938, 58 percent of the total housing stock was 
rented privately, and this had fallen to 32 percent by 1960 (Green Paper 1977, cited in 
Ball 1983). This section discusses some of the most important policy developments 
over the century, but omits much detail.

2 except where otherwise noted the chapter focuses on england rather than all of the uK, since there are some differences in housing policy 

between its constituent countries.
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The 1957 Rent Act automatically decontrolled rents on all dwellings over a certain rate-
able value. Landlords could increase rents for existing tenants of lower-value dwell-
ings, but the tenants could object if the property was in disrepair. For these lower-
value dwellings, rents were decontrolled on vacancy. The measures were thought to be 
radical but did not lead to an upsurge in supply. Many landlords didn’t increase rents 
even though they were allowed to, and continued to sell properties into the owner-
occupation market. The measure allowing for decontrol of rents on vacant possession 
led to forced evictions so landlords could raise rents.

The 1964 Prevention of Eviction Act reintroduced security of tenure to deal with the 
forced-evictions problem created by the 1957 Act. The 1965 Rent Act reimposed rent 
control on new construction, and introduced ‘regulated tenancies’ with ‘Fair Rents’ 
assessed by rent officers. Rent ‘regulation’ was seen as distinct from rent ‘control’, as 
it was ‘designed to create a market in which the overall pattern of prices responds to 
changes in supply and demand’ (Donnison 1967, quoted in Kemp 2004 p. 45). However 
existing tenancies remained subject to the previous regime until 1972, when the Hous-
ing Finance Act provided for the transfer of pre-1965 lettings to new regulated tenan-
cies.

The 1974 Rent Act brought furnished accommodation into regulated rents for the first 
time, but excluded lettings by landlords who themselves lived in the building. Fur-
nished lettings had previously always been uncontrolled, but landlords had tried to 
evade rent restrictions by letting property with a minimal amount of furniture.

The 1977 Rent Act consolidated previous legislation and set out the rules for calcu-
lations of Fair Rents. It said that the Rent Assessment Committee should determine 
what the notional fair market rent for the property would be if there were no scarcity. 
The committee should have regard to ‘the age, character, locality and state of repair of 
the property and the quantity, quality and condition of any furniture provided under 
the tenancy’. For subsequent registrations of rent, rent officers were to decide a Maxi-
mum Fair Rent (based on an allowable percentage increase from the previous regis-
tered rent) and a valuation rent; the allowable or registered rent would be the lower of 
the two. If the landlord had improved or repaired the property, and that was consid-
ered to have increased the appropriate rent by 15 percent or more, the Maximum Fair 
Rent would not apply. A registered rent lasted for two years. Existing tenancies that 
began before 15 January 1989 are still ‘protected tenancies’ under the Rent Act 1977, 
and the rents on these tenancies are regulated. In 1994/5, 14 percent of PRS tenancies 
were regulated, but by 2007/08 this had fallen to 4.3 percent (English Housing Survey 
2008/09, Table 731). 

posT-1980: AlmosT compleTe liberAlisATion

In 1980 some 11 percent of the housing stock was privately rented. This proportion had 
been falling since the early 1900s and was continuing its slow decline. Most landlords 
were private individuals with portfolios of a few units, as had been the pattern for 
several decades. There were some institutional owners of large blocks in the 1930s, 
but the ownership of most of these blocks had been broken up and the units sold into 
owner-occupation. Private renting generally had a poor reputation as a tenure of shab-
by, unattractive dwellings owned by unscrupulous landlords. The term ‘Rachmanism’ 
was applied, after 1950s London landlord Peter Rachman, notorious for his poor treat-
ment of tenants. 

The government of Margaret Thatcher, elected in 1979, set in motion a major deregula-
tion of the sector. ‘The notion of an easy-access tenure able to facilitate employment 
mobility was the immediate motivation for (this) major rethink of law and policy’ 
(Hughes & Lowe 2007 p. 4). The 1980 Housing Act represented a major break in regula-
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tion of rents. It drew a distinction between long and short-term tenants. Long-term 
tenants were left alone under the existing system, although the review period for Fair 
Rents was reduced from three years to two. 

What changed was the treatment of mobile tenant households.  The Act introduced 
‘shorthold tenancies’ for new lets of vacant property. These were for fixed periods 
of between one and five years, and the landlord was guaranteed repossession at the 
end of the term. Initially these tenancies were let on Fair Rents. From 1982 Fair Rents 
applied only in London, and this provision was abolished entirely in 1987. 

The 1980 Act also established ‘assured tenancies’ for newly built dwellings, thus 
deregulating rents on new construction for the first time since 1965. The changes 
were designed to attract corporations and institutions into the sector to replace small, 
‘amateur’ landlords.  Thus not all landlords were permitted to let on assured tenancies 
– only organisations, not individuals, were allowed to do so. Some 188 landlords were 
approved for the scheme in the first few years but only a few hundred assured tenan-
cies were created (Crook & Kemp 2011). 

The revival of England’s private rented sector is often dated from the adoption of the 
1988 Housing Act, which abolished rent regulation for new leases signed from 1 Janu-
ary 1989. Pre-1989 leases were unaffected. Landlords were permitted to charge full 
market rent, with rent increases as set out in tenancy agreements and not specified by 
statute. However tenants could apply to the Rent Assessment Committee if they felt 
increases were too high.

The Act did away with the requirement for approval of landlords using assured ten-
ancies, which now became the default form of lease. These gave the tenant relatively 
strong security of tenure; the landlord had no automatic right of possession even at 
the end of the lease term. 

The 1988 Act also created the possibility of fixed-term ‘assured shorthold tenancies’ 
(now usually known simply as shorthold tenancies) with a minimum term of six 
months, after which the landlord was free to evict the tenant on two months’ notice 
without giving a reason. To use this form of tenancy, the landlord had to state explic-
itly to the tenant that he wished to do so; otherwise by default the tenancy would be an 
assured one, with security of tenure. Nevertheless, a study conducted three years after 
deregulation found that there were twice as many shorthold tenancies as assured ten-
ancies (Bone & Walker 1994). Clearly these landlords valued the ability to remove ten-
ants at short notice, and prospective tenants were willing to sign leases on these terms 
or perhaps felt they had no choice. In 1997 the default tenancy was changed from 
assured tenancies (landlord has no automatic right of possession even at the end of 
the lease term) to assured shorthold tenancies (landlord has right of possession at the 
end of the lease term, provided he has given two months’ notice). 

It was probably this change more than any other that was responsible for the strong 
growth of the private rented sector in England since 1990. This was not because land-
lords themselves were necessarily keen to evict sitting tenants; most landlords would 
prefer to keep good tenants for as long as possible. Rather it made private rented dwell-
ings more attractive as collateral for mortgage loans, since lenders could be relatively 
certain of being able to sell an untenanted property in the event of possession, which 
had not previously been the case. This change was necessary for the development of a 
dedicated range of mortgage products for residential landlords, which fuelled invest-
ment in the PRS since the mid-1990s (see below).
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The effect of the 1988 Act was to raise rents across the private rented sector. Although 
there is no good time-series data on private rents covering the period before and after 
deregulation, the government did commission some surveys to determine how the 
rents were affected. One study looked at about 1000 privately renting households in 
five local authority areas. Fieldwork was carried out in late 1991/early 1992, three years 
after deregulation took effect. It found that ‘rents for both types of deregulated ten-
ancy combined…were around twice as high as those for Regulated tenancies’ (Bone & 
Walker 1994, p. xii). The difference between regulated and deregulated rents was larg-
est in high-cost areas. Rents on regulated tenancies went up as well, because the rents 
on post-1989 leases provided new benchmarks for setting the Fair Rents that applied 
to many of them. The average registered rent for a regulated tenancy in 1988 was £18/
week; by 1990 it was £24 (Holmans 2005 Table H.17). 

The inTroducTion of dedicATed morTgAges for smAll lAndlords

The deregulation of rents in 1988 made private rented dwellings a more attractive 
investment for landlords, and the change in default tenancy type in 1997 made it less 
likely that landlords would have unwanted sitting tenants. These changes increased 
the return on and liquidity of rental units, and led mortgage lenders to reconsider their 
approach to lending to landlords. Landlords had always been able to borrow to finance 
new acquisitions, but these loans were generally on commercial terms, which were 
more expensive than mortgage loans for owner-occupiers. 

In the late 1990s this changed with an in initiative known as ‘Buy to Let’, devised 
by the Association of Residential Letting Agents and supported by a group of leading 
lenders.  These lenders offered special mortgages to landlords which allowed them to 
use the rented dwellings as collateral and, crucially, to use projected rental income to 
meet monthly repayments. Other lenders joined the original group until most lend-
ers offered these loans (now known generically as buy-to-let). The early 2000s saw 
the arrival of a number of buy-to-let specialist lenders, of which Paragon is the best 
known. Interest rates on buy-to-let mortgages, which had originally been somewhat 
above those on mortgages for owner-occupiers, fell until there was little difference 
between them.

The number of new buy-to-let loans grew explosively in the early 2000s, increasing 
by a factor of nine from 20,000 in the first half of 2001 to almost 180,000 in late 2007 
(Figure 1). During this period buy-to-let investment became an increasingly popular 
alternative to other asset classes. Many investors were motivated by the prospect of 
capital gains rather than by rental income.

In the wake of the credit crisis buy-to-let lending dropped dramatically (Figures 1 and 
2) to less than one-quarter of peak levels. This reflected both a fall in demand from 
borrowers and the reduction or elimination of buy-to-let mortgage offers from lenders. 
Several buy-to-let specialists withdrew from the market temporarily as their funding 
model was based on wholesale borrowing, which dried up during the crisis. Buy-to-let 
lending has since recovered somewhat but is still far below peak levels.
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Figure 1: seMi-annual nuMber oF new buy-to-let Mortgages, 2000 - 2011
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Figure 2: seMi-annual Value oF new buy-to-let Mortgages (£M), 2000 - 2011
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The sTrucTure of The english housing mArkeT And The house-price 
boom And crAsh

In 1981 some 59 percent of English dwellings were owner-occupied and 11 percent 
were in private rental. Nearly three times as many (29 percent) were in social rental 
(Table 1). During the 1980s the private rented sector continued to contract, reaching a 
low of 9 percent of dwellings in 1989. From the mid-1990s however it staged a remark-
able turn-around, nearly doubling its proportion of the housing stock to 17 percent in 
2010. This growth in the private rented sector was matched by a contraction in the 
proportion of owner-occupied housing and a much larger contraction (in proportion-
ate terms) in the social rented sector. According to the latest figures there are now 
nearly 4 million privately rented homes in the UK (Table 2).

The tables below show the changing tenure distribution over time, culminating with 
the situation in 2010.

table 1: tenure distribution in england (% oF dwellings)

year owner-occupied priVate rented social rented
1981 59 11 29

1991 68 9 23

1996 68 10 22

2001 70 10 20

2006 68 14 18

2010 65 17 17

source: DcLG Live table 104, Dwelling stock by tenure, england http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/housing/xls/table-104.xls

table 2: english housing stock: total and priVate rented
  

1981 1995 2010
total housing stock 17,912,000 20,305,000 22,693,000

total nuMber oF prs units 2,051,000 1,998,000 3,938,000

source: DcLG Live table 104, Dwelling stock by tenure, england http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/housing/xls/table-104.xls 

Figure 3 shows developments in house prices in the UK over the period 1983 – 2010. Like 
most developed countries, the UK experienced a strong house-price boom that lasted 
for more than ten years, from 1996 to 2007 (Whitehead & Scanlon 2011). Prices peaked 
in 2008, but transactions had begun to fall several months earlier, in mid-2007. Sev-
eral factors underpinned the very strong house-price growth in the UK. Chief among 
them was the country’s tight planning regime, which limits the ability of developers 
to respond to price increases with new construction. Southern England in particular, 
where house prices are highest and demand pressures strongest, is already one of the 
most developed areas of Europe. As a result, even during the period of highest con-
struction, the number of new dwellings was not enough to keep up with the number of 
additional households. This mismatch between the strength of demand and the lack 
of supply response is one of the factors underpinning the UK’s high house prices and 
rents in comparison to other European countries.

A second factor contributing to accelerating house-price growth in the 2000s was 
the prevailing low interest rate. The UK mortgage industry is one of the world’s most 
developed and competitive, and mortgage lenders introduced an array of new prod-
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ucts to help borrowers purchase homes that they would otherwise have been unable 
to afford. These products included high loan-to-value loans (in some cases over 100 
percent), high loan-to-income multiples, and products that reduced initial costs such 
as interest-only loans (Scanlon et al. 2008). 

After the global financial crisis these ‘risky’ loan types disappeared completely from 
the market, and lenders reverted to more traditional underwriting standards. 100 per-
cent mortgages were no longer available, and even 90 percent mortgages (which had 
been a standard product before the crash) disappeared from the market. Buyers were 
required to provide down payments of at least 20 percent, with the lowest interest 
rates reserved for those with a deposit of 30 percent or even more. So even though 
house prices fell and interest rates remained low, first-time buyers were largely kept 
out of the market except for those who had parental help with down payments.  These 
erstwhile first-time buyers remained in private renting. 

Figure 3: noMinal house price deVelopMents since 1983 
(1983 = 100, annual index For all uk)
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privATe renTs

There is no good long-term series of private rent statistics in England. The following 
tables cover England and its regions and give snapshots of rents for all dwellings (Table 
3) and two-bed flats (Table 4). They are based on data collected by the Valuation Office 
from lettings agents and private landlords. The VO first began to release figures pub-
licly in September 2011, so it is not yet possible to use them to construct a time series. 
These figures give a median rent for England of £574 per month, and an average rent 
of £696.

The tables show that, as expected, rents in London exceed rents elsewhere in the 
country by a factor of two. Even though 60 percent of all privately rented dwellings are 
houses, analyses of private rents often use a two-bedroom flat as a proxy for a typical 
private rented property. The median rent of such a flat in London is £1195 and the aver-
age is £1358 per month, while in the country as a whole the median is £575 and in the 
cheapest region, North East England, it is £450. 
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The aggregate data indicate that a household on median income could easily afford 
to rent a dwelling at the median rent in most areas; only in London would they have 
to pay more than 30 percent of income. However for lower-paid households the rental 
burden is higher; in most of southern England a household whose income was in the 
25th centile would pay 1/3 or more of its income to rent a home whose rent was aver-
age for the lower quartile (Table 3). For two-bed flats the effect is even stronger: in 
London a household with earnings in the 25th centile would pay more than half its 
income to rent a lower-quartile property (Table 4). 

table 3: rents and rent-to-incoMe ratios For all priVately rented dwellings, england 
and regions, 2011

region Median 
rent

Median 
pay

Median  
rent/Medi-
an incoMe

ratio

lower 
quartile 
aVerage 

rent

25th 
centile 

aVerage 
pay

lower- 
quartile rent
/25th centile 
incoMe ratio

england/uK* £575 £2,201 26% £450 £1,472 31%

north east £450 £1,961 23% £395 £1,373 29%

north West £495 £2,037 24% £400 £1,384 29%

yorkshire & the humber £470 £2,046 23% £390 £1,417 28%

east midlands £495 £2,087 24% £400 £1,453 28%

West midlands £500 £2,086 24% £425 £1,423 30%

east £595 £2,173 27% £485 £1,453 33%

London £1,095 £2,877 38% £795 £1,869 43%

south east £700 £2,372 30% £575 £1,572 37%

south West £595 £2,053 29% £495 £1,419 35%

*rent data are for england, earnings data for uK

source: cchPr calculations based on valuation office rent data for september 2011 and annual survey of hours & earnings 2010 data for 

gross incomes of male employees, inflated by 2.3% annual wage growth 

 
chArAcTerisTics of TenAnTs And lAndlords And renTAl yields

One of the main rationales for the deregulation of the PRS in the 1980s was to bring 
more corporate and institutional landlords to the sector. However despite a series of 
policy initiatives3 designed specifically to attract them, it has largely remained the 
province of individuals and couples. According to a 2010 survey, 89 percent of land-
lords were private individuals, and 71 percent of rented properties were owned by 
such landlords (Table 5). This figure is up from 67 percent in 2003. Portfolio sizes are 
generally small; some 78 percent of landlords owned only a single rental dwelling 
(DCLG 2011). Only 8 percent were full-time landlords. 

Demand for private renting is underpinned by the shortage of social housing in most 
parts of the country and the difficulty for first-time buyers to access owner-occupation 
because of tightened mortgage availability. England also continues to attract migrants 
from the rest of Europe and beyond, and these households normally first locate in the 
private rented sector though the longer they stay in the country the more likely they 
are to buy their own homes.

3 the Business expansion scheme (1988), housing investment trusts (1996) and real estate investment trusts (2007)—see crook & Kemp 

2011 for details.
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table 4: rents and rent-to-incoMe ratios For priVately rented two-bedrooM Flats, 
england and regions, 2011

region Median 
rent

Median 
pay

Median  
rent/Medi-
an incoMe

ratio

lower 
quartile
aVerage 

rent

25th  
centile

aVerage 
pay

lower- 
quartile rent
/25th centile 
incoMe ratio

england/uK* £550 £2,201 25% £475 £1,472 32%

north east £450 £1,961 23% £400 £1,373 29%

north West £495 £2,037 24% £425 £1,384 31%

yorkshire & the humber £460 £2,046 22% £400 £1,417 28%

east midlands £480 £2,087 23% £435 £1,453 30%

West midlands £500 £2,086 24% £450 £1,423 32%

east £585 £2,173 27% £500 £1,453 34%

London £1,195 £2,877 42% £950 £1,869 51%

south east £715 £2,372 30% £625 £1,572 40%

south West £595 £2,053 29% £540 £1,419 38%

*rent data are for england, earnings data for uK

source: cchPr calculations based on valuation office rent data for september 2011 and annual survey of hours & earnings 2010 data for 

gross incomes of male employees, inflated by 2.3% annual wage growth

table 5: landlords and tenants

2003 2006 2010

landlords

67% of dwellings 
owned by individual 
landlords. 33% of 
Prs owned by single-
dwelling landlords.

74% of landlords indi-
viduals and couples; 16% 
companies; 10% other 
organisations.

89% of landlords individuals and 
couples; 71% of dwellings owned 
by individual landlords. 17% of 
dwellings owned by companies 
and 16% by other organisations’  
40% of rented stock owned by 
single-dwelling landlords.

tenants

short demographic 
profile

2008: private tenant households more likely to be lone 
parents with children (10% vs 7% overall), multi-person 
households, e.g. sharers (17% vs 8%) and single males (19% 
vs 13%). Less likely to be couples, with or without children.

% of Prs tenants 
receiving housing 
benefit or equiva-
lent

19.3 (2008/09) 23.7 (2009/10)

sources: english house condition survey 2006: Private Landlords survey table 1; english housing survey live table fa324; DcLG Private 

landlords survey 2010; DcLG Live table 804; english housing survey table 5
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The running yield on rental investments in the UK is relatively low, which is one of 
the reasons that repeated government efforts to attract more institutional investment 
have failed. Many small investors were attracted to the sector by the promise of capital 
gains rather than the desire to run a long-term business. During the boom years some 
landlords had negative yields – that is, their mortgage payments were higher than the 
rents they received. 

According to Investment Property Databank (which compiles information mainly from 
those institutions that do invest), income yields in 2010 averaged 2.8 percent and only 
those landlords with properties in central London had seen any capital growth in the 
preceding three years.  However despite the downturn in the housing market, 24 per-
cent of landlords responding to a recent government survey (and 53 percent of new 
landlords) said they sought only capital appreciation, not income (English Landlords 
Survey 2010, Annex Table 4.8). 

conclusions

The nature of the English housing stock, where an individual dwelling can change 
immediately from owner-occupation to rental and back again, means that it is very 
flexible and the market can respond quickly to changes in demand; however it also 
means that the benefits from initiatives to boost the private rented sector can leak 
away into owner-occupation if market conditions change.
 
Deregulation of private renting occurred in a piecemeal fashion before 1980 and then 
more strongly, particularly after 1989. Landlords and tenants were allowed to agree 
rents at the market level and lease terms were deregulated, giving landlords the abil-
ity to remove tenants after the initial lease term with two months’ notice. This was a 
necessary but not sufficient condition for the sector to grow in size. Other important 
factors included the introduction of buy-to-let mortgages and the huge influx of new 
landlords into the sector from both buy-to-let and right-to-buy. These new landlords 
were almost all individuals and couples, not institutional investors. Rents on the new 
uncontrolled leases were higher than regulated rents, and because of the way regu-
lated rents are calculated, the second-round effect also increased regulated rents.

Landlords and prospective investors have certainly gained from the deregulation of 
the system, as have many tenants. The standard of private rented accommodation 
is now better than in the past, and there is a thriving market in most areas and price 
ranges. Home movers, migrants, young professionals, students and those looking for 
temporary homes can usually find appropriate accommodation in the private rented 
sector. The changes have, however, made the tenure less attractive for those seeking 
a long-term home.
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FINLAND 

Finland’s private rented sector has fallen from around one third of the stock 
in 1970 to about 16% now. Since the early 1990s the sector has actually been 
increasingly slightly from a minimum of around 13 percent. 

There has been a long history of state control and regulation over the private 
rented sector. Until the relaxation of regulations in 1987 to enable landlords 
to generate a reasonable profit from their rental properties, the government 
controlled every aspect of the PRS, including initial rent setting, rent increases 
and security of tenure. Landlords’ ability to regain control over their proper-
ties was limited, and eviction of sitting tenants was allowed only under cer-
tain (very limited) conditions. 

The deregulation of the sector took place in two stages between 1993 and 
1995. In 1993, all new contracts were removed from government regulation, 
and in 1995 this deregulation was extended to cover all private rental proper-
ties. Since then, the content of rental contracts has been subject to very few 
constraints. Initial rents and rent increases are no longer regulated, except 
in the case of those fixed-term contracts with predetermined rents which do 
not include clauses allowing rent increases. Notice periods apply to all private 
rented tenancies, and are linked to the duration of the tenancy. The landlord’s 
rights to regain the property are only restricted for fixed-term tenancies. Most 
landlords therefore opt for indefinite tenancies, even though very short fixed-
term tenancies are allowed. 

Since the deregulation of the PRS, rents have risen steeply, especially in the 
capital region. Equally since deregulation the size of the sector has increased 
in absolute and to a limited degree in relative terms. This growth is seen as 
related to conditions in other tenures as much as in private renting. 

regulATion prior To The 1980s

The first Finnish Tenancy Act was passed in 1925 to regulate the quality of rented 
dwellings. Rent control was introduced during World War II and remained until abol-
ished under the Tenancy Act of 1961. This period of deregulation, however, was short 
lived. New rent regulation measures were implemented again in 1968 following the 
devaluation of the Finnish currency in 1967 (Lyytikainen 2006). 

Under the 1968 act, rents on dwellings built before the end of 1968 were frozen, 
although rents for new contracts could still be set freely. Landlords responded by sell-
ing off much of the rented stock and evicting sitting tenants, since security of tenure 
was poorly regulated. As a response, a new Act was passed 1970, increasing tenure 
security and preventing eviction to free a property for sale or so that the rent could 
be increased. This Act was eventually replaced by a new rent-control system in 1974, 
under which maximum acceptable rents and rent increases were determined by the 
government in collaboration with a panel of tenants and landlords. Limits on rents and 
increases varied according to the type, age, size and location of the dwelling. Although 
the purpose of the system was to enable rents to increase in line with running and 
maintenance costs, real rents in fact fell for a considerable period following the imple-
mentation of the new regulation (Lyytikainen 2006). 
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posT-1980 deregulATion

In 1987, the rent regulation was revised again to enable landlords to make a reasonable 
profit from lettings, and rents began to increase. The 1987 rent control regime applied 
to all private rented properties in the country until 1993, when control was lifted from 
new contracts. The deregulation of rents for new tenancies in 1993 increased the dif-
ference in average rents per square meter between new and existing tenancies from 
10-20 percent to 25-35 percent. In 1995, rent control was abolished altogether in an 
attempt to increase investment in private rented market. At the same time, regulation 
on the security of tenure was relaxed, making the Finnish private rented market one 
of the least regulated in Europe (Lyytikainen 2006). As the economy improved, rents 
started to increase in the latter part of the 1990s, especially in growth regions. Institu-
tional investment in the private rented market, however, did not increase significantly 
after the deregulation (Loikkanen & Lonnqvist 2007). 

sTAndArd leAse Terms

Leases are generally signed for an indefinite period, unless the property in question is 
a sublet or normally used as the permanent residence of the landlord, in which case 
the contract can be signed for a fixed term. Following the 1995 deregulation of the 
private rented sector, security of tenure in the sector has declined. Before deregula-
tion, landlords were entitled to serve notice only for reasons such as recurring non-
payment of rent or complaints of disturbance. From 1995 on, valid reasons include the 
landlord’s wish to sell the property or increase the rent beyond what the sitting tenant 
is willing or able to pay. The notice period depends on the length of tenancy. The mini-
mum notice period for landlords is three months for contracts that are not fixed term. 
If the tenant has occupied the property for 12 months or more, landlords must give six 
months’ notice. Tenants must give one month’s notice. Fixed-term contracts are more 
difficult to terminate prematurely (Lyytikainen 2006). 

Most contracts include a clause tying increases in rent to the cost-of-living index. 
Low-income households in all tenures, including the private rented sector, are entitled 
to housing allowances. Students and pensioners have their own allowance systems, 
which differ from the general housing allowance. In 2009, nearly 20 percent of private 
sector tenants were receiving general housing allowance, compared with approxi-
mately 27 percent of social tenants. Some 24 percent of students living in the private 
rented sector were receiving the special housing allowance for students (Statistics Fin-
land 2009).

finnish housing policy And oTher housing Tenures

The key objective of Finland’s housing policy is to assure affordable and decent hous-
ing for all. Until the mid-1990s, all sectors of the Finnish housing market were subject 
to a high degree of government control through subsidies, taxes, tax incentives, finan-
cial market regulation and rent regulation. 

Municipal governments play an important role in housing and planning. They control 
land use and planning within each municipality, and own many of the companies 
that provide subsidised housing. Municipal governments also set property-tax rates, 
within the limits set by central government.

Subsidised rented housing has a long history in Finland. The government offered sub-
sidised so-called ARAVA loans to municipalities and other non-profit operators to pro-
vide social housing until 2007. In parallel, there was a system of state-guaranteed, 
interest-subsidised loans for rental housing construction. This system is still in use. 
These loans can be used for new construction or purchase of exsisting dwellings. 

III

122



Until 1997, some ARAVA loans were also available for the construction of housing for 
owner-occupation. Since 1997 only low-income owner-occupiers have been eligible for 
interest-subsidised and government guaranteed loans (Saarimaa 2009). 

All rental dwellings financed by subsidised loans and interest subsidies are subject to 
tenant allocation and based on cost rent. Tenants for subsidised rental dwellings are 
selected on the basis of social suitability and need, and rents are cost-based and deter-
mined by capital expenditure and maintenance costs. In terms of household income, 
tenants living in subsidised units are less well off than the population as a whole. The 
income criteria used for the allocation of subsidised rental housing, however, are leni-
ent, and approximately 70 percent of Finnish households are eligible for a subsidised 
unit (Saarimaa 2009). Since 2008 the income criteria have no longer been applied. Dur-
ing the era of rent control, the vast majority of new rental housing was financed by 
government-subsidised loans or with the help of interest subsidies. Especially during 
the recession years in early 1990s, nearly all new construction was subsidised and 
thus the share of social rented housing of the overall stock increased in all parts of the 
country except Helsinki (Loikkanen & Lonnqvist 2007). 

The deregulation of the financial system has increased volatility in Finland’s housing 
markets. Before the liberalisation of the financial markets in the late 1980s, the regu-
lation of interest rates and associated credit rationing kept mortgage loan-to-value 
ratios low. Loan maturity periods were short, often less than 10 years, and buyers 
required considerable savings (Saarimaa 2009). 

Following the liberalisation of financial markets, the improved availability of mortgage 
loans with longer repayment periods released the excess demand created by financial 
regulation. Widened access to home ownership, together with rapid economic growth, 
triggered a house-price boom in the late 1980s. The boom was followed by a bust and 
rapidly falling house prices in the early 1990s. As a result of economic recovery, low 
interest rates, deregulation of rents in the private sector and increased immigration, 
the housing market started to recover in the latter part of the 1990s (Saarimaa 2009).

Promotion of home-ownership via tax subsidies is a central feature of Finland’s hous-
ing policy. Since the tax reform of 1993, capital income has been taxed at a flat rate 
(currently 28 percent), and income from paid employment is taxed at a progressive 
rate. The tax system in its current form gives preferential treatment to owner occu-
piers over landlords and, subsequently, tenants living in private rented properties. 
Imputed rental income and capital gains from the sale of an owner-occupied property 
(which has been used as primary residence for at least two years) are not taxed, while 
mortgage interest is deductible from taxable income (Saarimaa 2009). First-time buy-
ers under the age of 40 are also exempt from paying a transfer tax. 

The benefits of tax subsidies and non-taxation of capital gain from the sale of owner-
occupied property are partly offset by a municipal property tax, which was introduced 
in 1993. This tax, however, is payable by all property owners, landlords as well as 
homeowners (Saarimaa 2009). The 1993 tax reform also reduced the tax deduction 
rates of mortgage interest.

renTs, renT regulATion And securiTy of Tenure

A brief overview of changes in real rents in 1974-2004 shows a decline in average rents 
per square metre until 1979, apart from 1974 when the regulatory system was modi-
fied. In 1979-1988 the rents stayed fairly stable. From 1988, rents began to increase 
roughly at the same pace in both social and private rented housing. The impact of the 
1993 and 1995 deregulations can be seen a few years after the deregulation, although 
the impact may have been dampened by the recession of the 1990s, which led to an 
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increased supply of rented housing at a time when demand diminished (Lyytikainen 
2006). Table 1 below shows the changes in nominal rents per square metre by tenure 
over time. 

table 1: rents by tenure 1965-2009 (aVerage Monthly rent in €/M2)

year tenure
subsidised

(social and intermediate) private all rented

1965 0.77

1970 0.96

1980 1.91 2.08 2.01

1990 3.91 4.33 4.14

2000 6.39 7.67 7.10

2009 8.93 10.07 9.48

source: official statistics of finland (2009)

invesTmenT in privATe renTing 

Investment in private rented housing in Finland has generally not been incentivised 
by fiscal policies. Unlike owner-occupiers, private sector landlords are not subject 
to any preferential treatment. Homeowners and landlords are both required to pay 
a municipal property tax (Saarimaa 2009). Although owner-occupiers do not pay tax 
on imputed rent, rental income is taxable. The dual income taxation system imple-
mented under the 1993 tax reform increased the profitability of investment in private 
rented housing by making rental income subject to a fixed-rate tax on capital income 
(currently 28 percent) rather than the progressive-rate income tax. Landlords also pay 
capital gains tax, while owner-occupiers are exempt (OVV Asuntopalvelut 2009). 

Costs associated with letting, such as service charges, utility costs, property taxes, 
insurance, advertising fees, and minor repairs are deductible from rental income. The 
cost of major refurbishment can be deducted from rental income over a period of ten 
years, with 10 percent of the costs being deducted annually. Any expenses caused by 
eviction of a tenant, including legal fees, are also deductible from rental income. Rent-
al income from subletting is treated similarly to general rental income (OVV Asunto-
palvelut 2009). 

Further reductions for wear and tear can be made for furnished properties. The costs 
must be declared in detail or a cap of €30-45/month applies, depending on the size of 
the property. Appliances and furniture are subject to depreciation, but top limits apply 
(OVV Asuntopalvelut 2009). 

Losses from letting can be offset against income from other capital investment. In 
the absence of other income subject to capital income tax, deductions can be made 
from earned income. In order to offset the losses against other income, a landlord 
must prove that the property has not been rented significantly below market rate (OVV 
Asuntopalvelut 2009). 

In connection with the measures to fight the financial crises of 2008, government 
guaranteed loans were made more widely available to investors and developers across 
the board, including real estate companies building private rented properties. The pur-
pose of the enhanced access to government guaranteed loans was to boost the build-
ing industry, shorten queues for social rented housing and generate more housing for 
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people who did not qualify for social and intermediate rented housing and subsidised 
tenure-ownership schemes. The system included an interest subsidy for a maximum 
period of 10 years. The system was in use for 2009-2010 and resulted in 7,400 new 
dwellings. At the moment there is a similar system without interest subsidies (only 
with state guarantee), but it has so far led only to a very limited number of new dwell-
ings. Dwellings financed by government-guaranteed loans must be rented for a mini-
mum of 20 years (Ministry of the Environment 2008). 

how regulATion is perceived

The deregulation of rents and security of tenure is believed to have had a positive 
impact on the relative and absolute size of the private rented sector. While the number 
of private rented dwellings decreased in 1970-1990 under rent control, the period 1990-
1995 witnessed an increase of nearly 50 percent in the number of private rented dwell-
ings. Since 1995, the number of private rented properties has continued to increase, 
but the relative size of the sector has changed little (Lyytikainen 2006). 

The decline in security of tenure under the 1995 Act has made it increasingly easy to 
sell private rented units for owner-occupation. The change in legislation reducing ten-
ants’ rights has arguably made private renting less attractive to prospective tenants, 
while the liberalisation of financial markets and improved availability of mortgage 
loans have made owner-occupation increasingly accessible. 
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FRANCE

The relative size of the private rented sector has declined very little since the 
early 1980s when it accounted for 23 percent of the stock. In 2006 the latest 
statistics show private renting at 22 percent. 

The 1948 Rent Act decontrolled all new buildings and conversions while leav-
ing in place strong security of tenure. This position changed dramatically in 
1982 with the enactment of the Quilliot Law. This significantly strengthened 
tenants’ rights and introduced rent controls across the entire stock. However, 
in the face of very low construction, rent controls were relaxed in 1986 with 
the adoption of the Mehaignerie Law. This freed the rents of new and vacated 
units and allowed them to be revised annually in line with the construction 
price index. Because rents increased dramatically in some areas following the 
passage of the 1986 law, the government reintroduced stricter controls under 
the Mermaz-Malandain Law in 1989, which allowed, in Paris only, the imposi-
tion of one-year limitations to rent increases when leases were renewed.

Today, the 1989 law remains the primary arbiter of rent control in France. It 
regulates rent increases during the lease, but leaves the landlord free to set the 
rent when signing a new lease. From 2006, the annual adjustment has been 
based on the National Institute for Statistics and Economic Studies Rent Refer-
ence Index, which was calculated on the basis of three indices: cost of living, 
maintenance and renovation costs and construction costs. Since 2008, annual 
rent adjustments have been based on the cost of living index alone.

Private renting is seen as more expensive and often less desirable than social 
renting but houses a significant proportion of vulnerable households. Landlords 
are eligible for some subsidies, as are properties in all tenures, and private ten-
ants are eligible for personal allowances. There are some moves currently to 
try to restrain investment incentives to private rental investments and possi-
bly to reintroduce some forms of rent control in Paris and other shortage areas. 

regulATion prior To The 1980s

Since World War I, the state has played a significant role in the regulation of the hous-
ing market in France. Changes in the relative sizes of the different tenures have been 
greatly influenced by housing policy measures. Following the destruction of dwellings 
during the wars and a low level of construction during the inter-war period (only about 
1,600,000 dwellings were built in France in the 20 years from 1919 to 1939), France 
was facing severe housing shortages at the end of World War II. To reduce the short-
age, policies were put in place to stimulate investment in homeownership and rented 
dwellings for both the private and social rented sectors. The key measures included 
subsidy schemes and low-interest loans to stimulate the construction of properties 
destined for social renting and homeownership, fiscal policies to encourage home-
ownership, and relaxation of rent controls and regulation to encourage investment in 
the private rented sector.

Between 1945 and the 1960s, these policies together with the income growth that 
resulted from economic development led to a significant increase in the absolute and 
relative size of the owner-occupied sector. Incentives designed to encourage home-
ownership increased the relative attractiveness of this form of tenure as opposed to 
renting on the free market. Considerable investment was also made in developing 
social rented housing to ease housing shortages and consequently, the relative size of 
the social rented sector expanded rapidly (Haffner et al. 2009).
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In 1977, the new Housing Act simplified subsidy systems for both social and private sec-
tor landlords. More support became available for home improvement, and the empha-
sis of subsidy systems shifted from the supply side to tenants. At the same time, more 
attention was paid to the quality of the housing stock. Subsidies and subsidised hous-
ing started to be targeted more specifically to low-income households. Large numbers 
of private rented properties were demolished under slum clearance initiatives.

In the private rented sector, the vast majority of rental units remained outside of rent 
controls. Only those built prior to the 1948 Rent Act were controlled. 

posT-1980: conTrols on renT TighTened Then relAxed

In 1982 the Quilliot Law (also known as the 1982 Rent Act) was introduced. This sig-
nificantly strengthened tenants’ rights and introduced rent controls across the entire 
stock. However, the tight control made investment in rental housing unprofitable and 
subsequently rental supply plummeted. 

In the face of very low rental supply, and in line with the political views of the new 
government, rent controls were relaxed in 1986 with the adoption of the Mehaignerie 
Law. This freed the rents of new and vacated units and allowed them to be revised 
annually in line with the construction price index.

Although construction of rental units increased significantly from 5,000 per annum in 
1984 to 20,000 in 1989, rents also increased dramatically in some areas, particularly 
Paris, following the passage of the 1986 law. The government felt it necessary to rein-
troduce stricter controls and did so with the passage of the Mermaz-Malandain Law 
in 1989, which allowed the imposition of limits on rent increases when leases were 
renewed (Van der Heijden & Boelhouwer, 1996). Such limits were imposed in Paris sev-
eral times beginning in 1989, however they were considered window-dressing since 
their effect on rents was imperceptible.

Since the 1980s, more attention has been given to the efficient use of the housing stock 
and investment in the private rented sector. Various tax-incentive schemes were intro-
duced that offered a fixed reduction of taxable income or accelerated depreciation for 
individuals investing in new rental dwellings. Also, some of the subsidised loans and 
subsidies used to finance social rented housing were made available for private inves-
tors. Rental dwellings financed with the help of these subsidies or subsidised loans are 
subject to certain tenant allocation criteria and regulations regarding income ceilings 
and maximum rents. Dwellings in this category form the intermediate rental sector.

Since 1999, landlords of private rental properties vacant for over two years in eight of 
the largest conurbations have been subject to a tax of 10–15 percent of the rental value 
of the vacant stock. Individuals who renovate a property that has been vacant for over 
12 months and make it available for letting are entitled to a one-off cash premium 
from the National Agency for Housing (Agence Nationale de l’Habitat; ANAH) provid-
ing they are willing to agree to a certain maximum rent (Haffner et al. 2009). These 
measures however had no perceptible effect on the private rental market.

The currenT siTuATion: free iniTiAl renT buT increAses regulATed

Today, the Mermaz-Malandain (1989) law is the primary arbiter of rent control in 
France. It regulates rent increases during the period of the lease, but leaves the land-
lord free to set the rental level when signing a new lease.
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Under the most common form of arrangement, rent setting is free for new contracts 
but the annual rent increase is regulated.  Less than five percent of the privately rented 
stock is subject to strict rent control under the terms of the rental law of 1948 (Ball 
2011).

When a contract is renewed for a sitting tenant, the rent is based on the old rent or 
rents for similar properties in the same area. From 2006, the annual adjustment of 
rents has been governed by the National Institute for Statistics and Economic Studies 
(Institut National de la Statistique et des Études Économiques, INSEE) Rent Reference 
Index (Indice de Référence des Loyers, IRL), which was calculated on the basis of the 
index of the cost of daily living, the index of maintenance and renovation costs and 
the index of construction costs. Since 2008, annual rent adjustments have been based 
on the cost of living index (except rents) alone. However, the IRL grew quite substan-
tially during 2007 and 2008, reaching almost 3 percent in the third quarter reflecting 
general inflationary pressures. In 2009, as inflation subsided, it flattened off but rose 
somewhat in 2010 (Figure 1).

Figure 1: rent reFerence index, 1993–2011 (1998 = 100)
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Rents in the private sector are significantly higher than social rented sector rents. 
In 2009, the average annual rent for a free market dwelling was €6,300 while that for 
regulated-rent market was €4,000 (Dol & Haffner 2010, Table 4.6). Because the average 
income of private sector tenants is in general below those of social tenants and owner-
occupiers, they inevitably have to pay more of their income for housing costs. Table 
1 shows that the poorest private tenants (those with incomes in the first decile) paid 
the largest proportion of their incomes on rent, over 35 percent in 2002 and nearly 40 
percent in 2006.

Landlords can be protected by a government-backed insurance scheme, which pro-
vides cover for rent arrears and damage inflicted on the property by tenants, but only 
a minority of them take it up. Private insurance is more common. A substantial share 
of new private rental dwellings is sold as a package that includes the management of 
the property and insurance. Management fees can be deducted from rental income for 
taxation purposes (DCLG 2010). 
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table 1: percentage oF incoMe spent on rent by incoMe decile, 2002 and 2006

household incoMe deciles priVate rented sector social rented sector
2002 2006 2002 2006

1 35.9 39.1 17.1 21.5

2 25.9 26.8 16.4 17.5

3 24.2 27.6 17.7 20.2

4 23.7 26.6 18.5 20.0

5 23.0 24.6 18.8 19.3

6 22.9 23.8 17.6 18.2

7 21.5 22.3 16.7 16.8

8 20.1 19.4 16.2 15.2

9 19.4 19.5 14.8 15.0

10 14.1 15.3 11.5 13.0

all 20.6 22.4 16.7 17.9

sources:  national institute of statistics and economic studies http://www.insee.fr/fr/themes/tableau.asp?reg_id=0&ref_id=natnon05239 

and http://www.insee.fr/fr/themes/tableau.asp?reg_id=0&ref_id=natnon05240

The standard length of a contract in the ‘free’ market sector is three years for unfur-
nished dwellings (six years if the landlord is not an individual) and one year for fur-
nished dwellings. Landlords are allowed to terminate a tenancy agreement at the end 
of the lease if they wish to use the property for their own occupation or to house a 
close relative or a family member, sell the property, carry out major refurbishment of 
the property, or if the tenant has consistently failed to meet their obligations in the 
past. If the landlord wishes to sell the property, the sitting tenant has the first right 
of refusal (DCLG 2010). Absolute security of tenure applies only for the duration of the 
tenancy agreement.

TAx incenTives for privATe renTed housing

France has a long history of strong state intervention in rented housing through sub-
sidies, tax breaks, rent controls and regulations to stimulate investment. Subsidies 
peaked at the end of the 1990s then declined, but grew again after the creation of 
the Agence Nationale pour la Rénovation Urbaine (ANRU, National Agency for Urban Reno-
vation) in 2004 to implement renewal projects in disadvantaged areas (Montabone & 
Gaudin 2010).

Tax incentives vary between individual and institutional landlords. Larger private 
companies are subject to corporation tax, which is payable on the difference between 
their revenue and items that qualify for deduction. These include various taxes, labour 
costs, depreciation and interest. Companies that own property also need to pay a tax 
of 3 percent of its market value. Companies that invest in and let property of which 75 
percent or more is used as a residence are exempt from corporation tax. The number 
of such companies, however, is very small. Smaller companies are subject to regular 
income tax rather than corporation tax.

Individual landlords pay income tax on rental income. The simplified fiscal regime 
allows them to deduct a fixed 30 percent from annual gross rental incomes below 
€15,000 to offset costs. Those whose gross annual rental income exceeds €15,000 can 
opt for a “real expenses” regime which allows to deduct costs from rental income as 
they occur, including maintenance costs, refurbishment, improvements to the prop-
erty and property taxes. Mortgage interest is also deductible as long as the balance 
remains positive. Negative balances of up to €10,700 can be deducted from income 
from other sources (Haffner et al. 2009).
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Private rental sector landlords are also eligible for certain tax concessions and fiscal 
advantages under different schemes. For example, in 2003, two buy-to-let schemes 
were introduced for individual households wishing to invest in new private rental 
property: the Robien recentré (for the construction, purchase or refurbishment of dwell-
ings for the ‘free’ market rental sector) and the Borloo-neuf ou populaire (for the construc-
tion of dwellings for the intermediate sector). Properties financed under these schemes 
had to be let for a minimum period of nine years and were subject to maximum rents, 
although these were much higher than in the social rented or intermediate sectors. 
Under the Robien recentré scheme, 6 percent of the construction or acquisition costs 
could be deducted annually from rental income for a period of seven years. For the fol-
lowing two years, annual deductions of 4 percent could be made. A maximum negative 
balance of €10,700 per annum applied. The scheme was available mainly in regions 
with tight housing markets (Haffner et al. 2009). Between 2003 and 2008 some 230,000 
individual landlords participated (DCLG, 2010).

The Robien recentré and Borloo-neuf were replaced in 2010 by a new tax incentive scheme 
(loi Scellier). The Scellier scheme initially offered a tax reduction equivalent to 25 per-
cent of the property purchase price (up to €300,000) for nine years (Andrews et al. 2011, 
footnote 29); this percentage has been reduced since then, it is 13 percent in 2012. The 
incentive scheme is available only in urban areas and is due to expire at the end of 
2012 (DCLG 2010).

Private rental landlords are eligible for ANAH subsidies and loans for home refur-
bishment and improvement, which aim to make existing stock available for social or 
intermediate rental sectors. These grants normally cover 15 percent of refurbishment 
costs, although larger grants are available for landlords willing to charge lower rents. 
Landlords renovating their rental properties are, under certain conditions, also eligible 
for a lower VAT rate of 5.5 percent.

posT-wAr decline in privATe renTed secTor, 
followed by revivAl AfTer 1980

The relative importance of the private rented sector has declined since World War II. In 
1963, private rented dwellings made up approximately 36 percent of the total housing 
stock (Bonvalet & Lelièvre 1997). The proportion of market rented housing continued 
to fall, reaching 32 percent in 1984 and 24 percent by 2009. Even so, private renting is 
still the second most common tenure in France (Figure 2).

Figure 2: housing tenure in France, 1984–2009
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Although the homeownership rate in France is below the European average, owner-
occupied housing dominates the country’s housing market. The homeownership rate 
increased from 39 percent in 1961 (Bonvalet and Lelièvre 1997) to 52 percent in 1984 
and 58 percent in 2009 (Figure 2). In 2009, the social rented sector accounted for 17 
percent of the country’s housing stock. Most of the social rented stock is owned by the 
habitation à loyer modéré (HLM) organisations that can be either public companies con-
trolled by local authorities or private non-profit organisations controlled by sharehold-
ers from both public and private sectors (Scanlon & Whitehead 2011).

The number of privately rented dwellings has expanded steadily over the past four 
decades from 5 million in 1963 to over 6 million dwellings today.4 The stock is rela-
tively new compared to those of many other European countries. Nearly 60 percent of 
private rented dwellings were built after 1948 and as many as 14 percent after 1990, 
with new building encouraged by attractive renovation subsidies and land allocations 
(Ball 2011). Private rental sector dwellings are also, on average, smaller than dwellings 
in other tenures. In 2009, the average living area of free-market rented dwellings was 
57m², compared to 68m² in the social rented sector (Dol & Haffner 2010, Table 4.6). In 
comparison to the social rented sector, the private rented sector has fewer homes with 
three or more bedrooms (Table 2). Dwellings let by institutional landlords tend to be 
newer and in better condition than those let by individual landlords (Donner 2000, 
cited in Haffner et al. 2009).
 

table 2: size oF accoMModation by tenure, 2009 (%)

tenure 1 rooM 2 rooMs 3 rooMs 4 rooMs 5 rooMs
6 + 

rooMs total
owner occupation 3.0 8.2 19.8 31.8 23.5 13.7 100.0

Private rented 18.7 26.9 27.6 18.0 6.4 2.4 100.0

social rented 8.4 18.4 35.1 29.1 7.9 1.1 100.0

other 10.0 18.2 26.6 25.1 12.8 7.3 100.0

vacant 23.0 23.9 24.7 16.8 7.4 4.2 100.0

second homes 18.0 25.2 24.9 16.2 8.5 7.2 100.0

totaL 10.1 16.4 24.3 25.8 15.1 8.3 100.0

source: national institute of statistics and economic studies http://www.insee.fr/fr/themes/tableau.asp?reg_id=0&ref_id=nattef05257

The private rental sector is diverse in nature and accommodates different segments 
of the population. In particular, private renting is common among students and sin-
gle working people. Households living in private rented properties are, on average, 
younger than households living in owner-occupied or social rented housing. Private 
renters are generally located in the inner city areas of the large cities, with the great-
est number in the Paris area. Such tenants are highly mobile: two-thirds occupy their 
dwelling for less than four years (Ball 2011).

In terms of income distribution, the private rental sector serves an intermediate posi-
tion in France’s housing market. The average incomes of private sector tenants fall 
between those of social tenants and owner-occupiers. In 2006, just over 30 percent of 
private tenants fell into the two bottom income quartiles, while nearly 20 percent were 
in the highest income quartile (INSEE Housing Survey – for more detail, see Annex 
Table 2).

France has a long-established system of personal housing allowances, which are 
organised on a tenure-neutral basis, i.e., they are available to all low-income house-
holds regardless of tenure. The rental allowance in the private sector (allocation de loge-

4 figures based on insee national housing surveys provided by Jean Bosvieux, Director des étude.
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ment or housing allowance) is a means-tested benefit. This is distinct from the APL 
(aide personnalisée au logement or personal housing assistance) for public-sector tenants, 
although the difference between AL and APL relates purely to the source of funding. 
The level of the allowance depends on the income and composition of the household 
and its housing costs, and the benefit is capped (Laferrère & Le Blanc 2004). Homeown-
ers who are repaying a loan are also eligible for a personal housing allowance, but on 
a different basis.

The proportion of private rented stock owned and let by institutional landlords has 
declined steadily from the 1970s onward as the relative profitability of investment in 
private rented housing as opposed to other types of property has declined (Haffner et 
al. 2009). The vast majority (some 96 percent) of the private rental stock is owned by 
individuals. On average, each individual landlord (or couple) owns about 1.9 dwellings, 
although this figure excludes furnished flats and dwellings which are occupied rent-
free (INSEE Housing Survey 2006).

how regulATion is perceived

Exceptionally for Europe, the relative size of the ‘free’ rented sector in France has 
increased since the early 1980s. This may partly be a consequence of the various tax 
incentives that have been available for individual rental investors. Except for those 
still governed by the 1948 regulations, the average quality of private rental properties 
has greatly improved over time because of the availability of loans, subsidies and tax 
incentives that have encouraged private sector landlords to refurbish and renovate 
their rental properties. Security of tenure in the private rented sector is strong within 
a tenancy. 

Overall, the private rented market retains an important role in the French housing 
market, particularly for medium-income households. It offers an alternative to the 
social rented sector with its income limits and to owner-occupation with its high 
housing costs and current low loan-to-value mortgages (Andrews et al. 2011).
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GERMANY

The size of the private rented sector in Germany, at somewhat below 50 
percent, has remained relatively stable throughout the period of analysis – 
although it is difficult to interpret the statistics because of reunification and 
the complex interrelationship between social and private renting. The Ger-
man private and public rental sectors have been closely intertwined since the 
West German First Housing Law (1950), which made direct subsidies and 
fiscal benefits available to anyone wishing to invest in housing. As a result, 
private sector investors were not squeezed out of the market in spite of signifi-
cant state subsidy to affordable housing. Privately owned affordable dwellings 
simply passed into the free market after the expiry of the contract with the 
government. 

Since the implementation of the comparable rents system (Vergleichsmieten-
regelung) in 1971, the regulation of rents and security of tenure in the private 
sector has changed very little. Now as in the 1970s and 1980s, rents for 
new contracts can still be set freely, although charging excessively high rents 
constitutes a criminal offence. Rent increases and their frequency are con-
trolled, but special allowances now apply to modernised dwellings. Although 
landlords are now able to exercise a greater degree of control over the content 
of rental agreement, tenancies are still indefinite, security of tenure remains 
high, and evictions continue to be subject to restrictions. 

This type of regulatory framework has kept rents for existing tenants below 
market level in areas of high demand, although the gap is small in comparison 
to most other European countries. From the beginning of 2002, rents for sub-
sidised dwellings have been linked to market rents, further reducing the rent 
gap. A combination of low mortgage loan-to-value ratios and high security 
of tenure in the PRS has made the sector a viable long-term housing option 
for a broad range of households in spite of improved affordability of home 
ownership.

Regulation in the PRS is generally perceived as beneficial to tenants without 
being harmful to landlords. Fiscal incentives have been widely used to encour-
age investment in the PRS and privately rented property is a common form 
of pension provision. The effects of cuts to depreciation allowances in 2006, 
together with more recent reorganisation of the subsidy system and pension 
structure, may however lead to some reduction in the PRS. 

regulATion prior To The 1980s

The West German5 tradition of subsidising new construction to balance the housing 
market dates back to the post-war period. Like many other European countries, the 
post-war period in West Germany was marked by acute housing shortages aggravat-
ed by a rapid increase in the number of households. To stimulate construction and 
investment in residential lettings, the First Housing Law (1950) made available direct 
subsidies, loan guarantees, declining-balance depreciation and exemptions from real 
property tax to all investors in housing, including private investors. Quality was main-
tained through requirements regarding the size and fittings of the properties financed 
by such subsidies. The subsidised dwellings were subject to administrative tenant 
allocation and regulation of maximum rents, but only for a period specified by the 
terms and conditions of the subsidy. 

5 this cameo relates only to West Germany until reunification in 1990.
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More than 50 percent of the new dwellings built in the 1950s were completed with the 
help of such subsidies. Subsidised housing was aimed at the general public, and most 
German households were entitled to apply. It was not until the early 1980s that sub-
sidised housing began to be targeted more specifically to disadvantaged households. 

After the 1950 law, the availability and conditions of the subsidies were alternately 
improved or reduced in line with changes in demand and the economic climate. Since 
1953, all landlords investing in the construction of dwellings for the rented market 
have been able to deduct all costs associated with the rental property, including mort-
gage interest and depreciation, from their overall income. The Second Housing Law, 
passed in 1956, extended some of the subsidies and fiscal benefits to the construction 
of housing for owner-occupation. Germany’s underdeveloped mortgage market, how-
ever, meant that relatively few households were able to take advantage of such oppor-
tunities, and very little housing was built for owner-occupation throughout the 1950s. 
From the mid-1970s, subsidies have also been available for the purchase of existing 
dwellings. 

Deregulation of rents in the private rented sector started in the early 1960s, when 
regulations on rents were relaxed in those districts where the housing shortage fell 
below 3 percent. By the end of the 1960s, almost all districts had been deregulated 
apart from Berlin and a few other large urban areas. The deregulation of rents slowed 
down in the 1970s with the implementation of new restrictions on tenant security and 
the system of Vergleichsmietenregelung (rent setting regulation) to control adjustment of 
rents for sitting tenants (Voigtlander 2009).

Housing allowances (Wohngeld) were made available to low-income households in the 
rented sector in 1965 (Haffner et al. 2009). The amount of the allowance is determined 
by household size and composition, income and rent. Income and rent ceilings apply, 
the amounts of which vary by area. In 2005 the housing allowance system was restruc-
tured and housing subsidies for long-term unemployed households and households 
in receipt of supplementary benefits were incorporated into other benefits and made 
payable by local authorities. In 2004, before the reform, housing allowance was paid 
to some 9 percent of all households. At the end of 2009, this figure was down to 2.1 
percent, but a further 10.3 percent received another type of housing subsidy known 
as Kosten der Unterkunft (KdU, translated literally as cost of accommodation). Approxi-
mately 90 percent of households receiving either housing allowance or KdU lived in 
(subsidised or non-subsidised) rented housing (DESTATIS 2010). 

By 1980 in West Germany, regulation was in place to control most aspects of the rental 
market. Although rents for new contracts in the private rented sector could, in princi-
ple, be freely set, charging a ‘substantially higher’ rent than the average rents for com-
parable properties was considered to constitute a criminal offence under the Criminal 
Law on Economic Exchange. Acceptable rent levels and rent increases were regulated 
by the comparable rents system (Vergleichsmietenregelung), which was first introduced 
in 1971. Under this system, acceptable rent levels were determined with the help of 
‘rent mirrors’, although the exact methods used to construct these ‘mirrors’ were far 
from uniform. Landlords could increase rents without a tenant’s agreement by apply-
ing to local courts only under certain conditions, and only every other year. Acceptable 
reasons for increasing the rent included (1) an increase in operating costs, interest 
charges or land taxes, in which case the full increase could be passed on to the tenant; 
(2) modernisation of the property (although the tenant’s approval was needed for such 
modernisation); (3) the existing rent was demonstrably lower than rents for compara-
ble units in the same locality. 

The regulation of rent increases was coupled with high security of tenure. Tenancies 
were signed for an indefinite period of time, and landlords could terminate the ten-
ancy only if (1) the tenant had broken a clause in the contract, for example by non-
payment of rent; (2) the unit was required by the landlord or their family for their 
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own use; (3) the unit or the land on which it was located was to be utilised for more 
economic use. Tenants in ‘special tenements’ (i.e. units attached to housing used as 
a permanent residence by the landlord) could be evicted for any of the three reasons 
mentioned above, or for no specific reason, in which case an additional three-month 
notice period was required. Possession could be obtained against the tenant’s will only 
via court, where the landlord had to demonstrate the reason for requesting possession 
of the unit. Even stronger controls (dating back to 1950) were still in place on pre-1948 
properties in West Berlin (the only city where housing shortages continued to exceed 
3 percent).

Although the regulation of the PRS did not constitute a major political issue, landlords 
were vocal in their opposition to the high degree of regulation, arguing that the ‘rent 
mirror’ should be structured using fairer and more scientific methods to ensure that 
it covered the full range of properties, which was not the case in all areas. The Land-
lords’ Association also campaigned against the criminalisation of high rents and the 
1971 comparable-rents system.

chAnges To The sysTem 1980s To The presenT dAy

Throughout the 30-year-period, key changes in the regulation of the private rented 
markets were generally accompanied by changes in policies affecting other tenures, 
often at a time when general housing policy introduced new approaches or priorities. 
In terms of housing policy priorities, four distinct periods can be identified. 

In the 1980s, the key objective of housing policy was to encourage construction to 
revive the struggling building industry. The decade was characterised by a relaxation 
of rent regulation in the PRS, a temporary move away from bricks-and-mortar subsi-
dies and implementation of measures to support both owner-occupiers and PRS land-
lords. In spite of all these attempts to encourage investment in housing, the latter part 
of the decade witnessed a sharp decline in construction activity, preparing the ground 
for severe housing shortages in the early half of the 1990s. 

The policy in the early half of the 1980s signalled a shift away from subsidisation and 
towards encouraging private investment. A new power to apply means testing ena-
bled regional governments to charge higher rents from social tenants who no longer 
met the income limit used for allocation, signifying a shift towards a more restricted 
role for subsidised housing as a housing option for the most needy households. In line 
with this approach, the 1981 Budget Act made conditions for the early redemption of 
subsidised loans for low-income housing more attractive, in an attempt to incentivise 
the early repayment of public loans and shift properties from the subsidised sector to 
the PRS. At the same time, subsidies to existing social rented housing were reduced 
to release more funds for new construction and reduce rent differences. Following a 
government decision in 1985 to withdraw from financing new social rented housing 
the share of rented housing in all housing completions reached its lowest level (14 per-
cent) in 1988 and 1989. The collapse of Neue Heimat, the largest housing association in 
the Western world, as a result of a corruption scandal in 1986 gave a final push to the 
removal of tax privileges to non-profit housing companies in 1989. 

Private investment was incentivised by the 1984 supplement to the Housing Construc-
tion Act, which enabled government agencies to increase subsidies to investors if costs 
increased after construction commenced. As a response to criticism that strict regu-
lation was impeding investment in rented housing, the Vergleichsmietenregelung was 
amended in 1982 to make rent increases easier by modifying the way in which compa-
rable rents were calculated and raising the maximum rent increase over a three-year 
period to 30 percent. The linking of clauses in rent contracts to a price index was also 
permitted. 
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In an attempt to keep the construction industry going without large government 
grants, taxation in the early and mid-1980s favoured investment in housing generally, 
with only modest differences between tenures. In 1981, depreciation allowances avail-
able to PRS landlords were increased from 3.5 percent to 5 percent for the first 8 years 
after construction. 

In 1989, further tax concessions were made available to PRS landlords as depreciation 
for new-build properties was increased to 7 percent per annum for the first 4 years, 
followed by 5 percent for the next 6 years, 2 percent for the following 6 years, and 1.25 
percent for the last 24 years. 

The shift from grants to fiscal benefits was visible also in the owner-occupied sec-
tor. In 1981, a reduction in grants for housing-specific savings for low-income house-
holds (from 18 percent to 14 percent) was offset by a temporary increase in the tax 
deductibility of interest payments for owner-occupiers who invested in (new) housing 
in 1983-1987. In 1986, the depreciation allowance (of 5 percent up to a property value 
of DM300,000 for the first 8 years) was extended to owner-occupiers. At the same time, 
owner-occupied housing began to be taxed as a consumer good rather than an invest-
ment good.

In spite of all these measures, construction continued to decline in 1984-1988. By 1985, 
the house-price-to-income ratio had declined by over 12 percent since 1980, although 
the decline in house prices was halted. Government attempts to stimulate invest-
ment in the PRS and owner-occupation were largely unable to counter the effects of 
restrictive mortgage regulation6 and increasing mortgage interest rates caused by a 
monetary stabilisation policy designed to combat further decline in the GDP. The 1987 
census revealed that the share of private renting and owner-occupation had declined 
by 2 percent since 1982. 

In 1989, house prices fell to their lowest since 1980 after hovering close to their long 
-term average for four years, and the house-price-to-income ratio had fallen over 20 
percent since 1980. Perhaps because of the combination of a 6 percent increase in the 
number of households between 1980 and 1985, and a low number of completions, 
demand for housing began to pick up again for the first time since 1982, leading to 
increased rents for new contracts. 

Early 1990s
The first half of the 1990s saw a return to subsidisation of rental housing construction 
to ease the housing shortages caused by German reunification. Large-scale subsidy 
programmes were introduced, and additional fiscal benefits were made available to 
landlords. In 1992, the blocking of condominium conversions from public to private 
ownership (in effect in most big cities in the late 1980s to protect sitting tenants) was 
declared unconstitutional. In 1993, the upper limit on rent increases in a three-year 
period was reduced to 20 percent for all rental units built before 1980. In 1994, old rent 
control measures dating back to 1950 were lifted from the last city (West Berlin).

While policy measures and legislative changes affecting the rental market had a very 
clear objective to support construction and investment, the measures affecting the 
owner-occupied sector were more mixed in their nature and intent. Subsidies to own-
er-occupied housing continued through limited (additional) tax deductions that were 
made temporarily available to owner-occupiers in 1991. Access to finance was eased 
as building and loan associations began to broaden their financial services to include, 
for example, combined loan-insurance schemes. The limit for additional housing loans 
(in addition to the maximum 60-percent LTV loans from housing banks) was increased 
to 15 percent. At the same time, as part of the 1991 tax reform, the employee savings 
bonus available to aspiring homeowners, which had already been reduced in 1981 to 

6 restrictive regulation of the financing of special housing banks limited the Ltv ratio to 60% (with additional loans for another 10% from 

elsewhere being allowed).
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14 percent, was further reduced to 10 percent. In 1992, additional tax deductions that 
had been made available to owner-occupiers in 1990 were removed. 

Largely as a result of the subsidy programmes, construction activity increased sharply 
in 1990-1995, reaching its peak in 1995 with the completion of some 524,606 new units. 
Over a quarter (27 percent) were destined directly for the rented sector. 

In spite of a sharp increase in completions, real house prices and the house-price-to-
income ratio both increased steadily during this period. Because of the continuing 
regulation of rent increases, rents increased less rapidly than house prices, resulting 
in a peak in the house-price-to-rent ratio in 1989-1992. In 1993, the share of privately 
rented housing in the West had risen to 48 percent of the stock. The share of owner-
occupied housing had also increased in the West to 42 percent, but in the East the 
share remained at some 28 percent. 

late 1990s 
The latter half of the 1990s was characterised by decreased construction, increasing 
vacancies and falling rents, especially for new leases. The share of new completions 
destined for the rented market declined, as did house prices, house-price-to-income 
ratios and house-price-to-rent ratios. Decreased demand made regulation less neces-
sary, except in growth areas. The decline of the house-price-to-rent ratio in line with 
the price-to-income ratio would suggest that the relative cost of renting increased, 
making the cost of renting similar to the cost of owning. Regional variations in rents 
and demand became increasingly pronounced, as measured by rental yields7 (GdW, 
2003). 

As the increase in the number of households slowed down to an annual rate of less than 
one percent, much of the new demand for housing came from international migrants, 
whose number was estimated to reach six million by 1995. Federal harmonised rent 
laws and regulations came in effect in 1998, causing rental yields to decline in the 
East (GdW, 2003). In 1999 the holding period requirement to qualify for capital gains 
tax exemption was increased from two to ten years, but considering the very limited 
role of short-term capital gains as an investment motive among PRS landlords the 
consequences of this change are likely to have been limited. A much more important 
change was the commencement of large-scale sales of subsidised housing into private 
ownership in 1999. By 2001, the share of subsidised rental housing had declined to six 
percent. 

In 1995 the depreciation allowances brought in for owner-occupiers in 1986 were also 
removed, but replaced with a once-in-a-lifetime homeowners’ grant (Eigenheimzulage), 
which was available to any household with a combined income below €140,000 per 
annum for a period of eight years. In 1996, government guarantees for mortgage pay-
ments to low-income households in former East Germany were introduced to boost 
access to owner occupation in the region. These policies may have functioned suc-
cessfully to increase access to homeownership. By 2001 the rate of homeownership 
in former East was up to 31 percent, while remaining fairly steady at 43 percent in the 
West. 

2000s
In the 2000s, house prices and house-price-to-income ratios continued to decline and 
fell faster than house-price-to-rent ratios, increasing the relative cost of renting. A 
decline in the number of completions was matched by slower growth in the number of 
households and population increases of below 1 percent per annum in the 1995-2000 
period. Immigration was also beginning to slow down, with the number of migrants 
estimated to have increased by only a million in the five-year period. 

7 according to GdW data on yields of non-profit housing providers, average yields in the West were around 3.5-4 percent, while in east the rate 

was significantly lower at just under 1 percent. although non-subsidised dwellings could generate higher yields, the difference between those 

and the yields generated by not-for-profit providers may be small, especially in areas of low demand.
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Perhaps to counter the increase in the relative cost of renting caused by rapidly declin-
ing house prices, a New Rent Law came into force in 2001. This law extended the 20 
percent upper limit on rent increases in a three-year period to all private rented hous-
ing (it previously applied only to pre-1980 units), recognised cohabitation (for inherit-
ing tenancies) and cut the notice period for tenants down to three months, making 
it easier for tenants to move at short notice. It also introduced a new ‘qualified’ rent 
mirror, which relied on a more scientific method of determining average rents in any 
given region. 

In the subsidised sector, the 2001 Wohnraumforderungsgesetz (the bricks-and-mortar 
subsidy act also known as WoFG) replaced the cost-rents system for subsidised hous-
ing with a system of negotiable maximum rents in an attempt to link subsidised rents 
more closely to market rents to reduce the rent gap. The WoFG also increased the fed-
eral states’ responsibility for the allocation of subsidies, while shifting the emphasis 
from bricks-and-mortar to demand-side subsidies and thus targeting support more 
directly on ‘needy’ households. 

The construction of new homes declined throughout the decade, falling by over 60 per-
cent in 2000-2010. However, this was roughly in line with the number of new house-
holds. The share of rental units within this total also declined steadily, reaching an 
all-time low of just 11 percent in 2004 before beginning to grow again. A 30 percent 
cut in the value of homeowners’ grant and a reduction in the income ceiling heralded 
its eventual abolition in 2007. These cuts to the support for owner occupiers coincided 
with the abolition of accelerated depreciation in 2006, which had been available to PRS 
landlords uninterruptedly since the 1970s, although at varying rates.

New housing output and household growth were in equilibrium for much of the early 
2000s. The balance between new construction and household formation could offer 
an explanation for declining house prices, especially in an environment character-
ised by an abundance of affordable, good quality rented housing (Behring & Helbrect 
2002). This development could also explain the recent shift in the focus of the German 
housing policy from incentivising investment in new construction to encouraging the 
modernisation of the existing housing stock. 

In 2007, federal states retained full financial responsibility in addition to legislative 
competence over housing subsidy. As a result, the construction of specialised units 
was increasingly restricted to certain disadvantaged target groups. In the absence of 
official statistics the exact share of subsidised housing is unknown. While it is estimat-
ed to have declined from approximately 10-14 percent, possibly down to 6-8 percent 
(BMVBS 2011), a significantly larger proportion of the overall rented stock is estimated 
to be ‘affordable’. Federal government support for energy-efficiency improvements, 
however, was increased. 

In the period 2003-2008, rents increased more slowly than consumer prices overall 
(BBR 2008). In 2009, the number of new completions reached its lowest since 1980, 
at just 136,518 units. In spite of the 2008 recession, real house prices were increas-
ing for the first time since 1995, and the decline in house-price-to-income and house-
price-to-rent ratios showed signs of slowing. This development may indicate a growth 
in unmet demand, even though the number of new households remains close to the 
number of new completions. The most likely explanation for the recent increase in 
house prices is that the regional variation in demand and subsequent price increases 
in growth centres have finally reached levels high enough to affect the national aver-
age. Rent regulation may play a crucial role in controlling price increases and ensuring 
that housing remains affordable in growth areas as house prices and house-price-to-
income ratios increase (as low growth at national level may hide very high growth at 
regional or local level). 
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The currenT siTuATion

The subsidy system, which did not distinguish between private and public sector 
investors, laid the foundation for a strong private rented market. Subsidised properties 
owned by private investors eventually pass into the private rented sector when the 
commitment period determined by subsidy regulations expires. The absence of right-
to-buy policies for the tenants in subsidised dwellings means that subsidised housing 
rarely becomes owner-occupied without first entering the private rented market. 

Because of the structure of the subsidy system, it is difficult to draw a clear distinc-
tion between market and social rented sectors and estimates regarding the sizes of 
the tenures vary depending on how the categories are defined. According the clas-
sification used by Kemp and Kofner (2010), some 47 percent of the total housing stock 
is not subsidised and could be therefore be regarded as private rented in 2005, while 
subsidised dwellings (and dwellings subject to rent regulation and administrative ten-
ant allocation for other reasons) comprised a significantly smaller share at 14 percent 
of the total stock. 

Atypically for Europe, the relative size of the German PRS has remained fairly stable 
over the past three decades (Table 1 below). While the increase in the home-ownership 
rate in former East Germany is significant, the impact of this on Germany as a whole is 
limited by the relative size of the regions.8 This exceptional tenure distribution makes 
Germany a particularly interesting case study for attempting to understand the under-
lying factors that contribute to consistently high demand for and supply of private 
rented housing. 

table 1: estiMated tenure distribution in gerMany (%) 

owner-occupied priVate social other 
1981 east

31 69
West

1982 east

West
40 45 15

1987 east

West
38 43 15 4

1993 east 26 73 1

West 42 48 10

2001 all Germany 41* 49 6 5

2005 all Germany 39 47 14

2006 all Germany 40 49 11

note: the data displayed in this table is based on calculations drawn from a number of different sources. Because German statistics do not 

typically distinguish between different types of rental properties, the estimates regarding the relative size of these two tenures vary notably 

depending the exact interpretations and definitions used.  

sources: 2006 haffner et al (2010) p. 360  

2005 Kemp and Koffner (2010) p. 382  

1987 census 1987 (West Germany only), but the size of the social rented sector has been questioned and some 4 percent of the owner-occu-

pied stock was built with government subsidies    

2001 BBr cited in scanlon and Whitehead 2004 

* 43% in West, 31% in east

8 at the time of the German reunification in 1990, over 80 percent of the population lived in West Germany. 
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oTher fAcTors AffecTing The size of The secTor

The characteristic features of the German housing market include a long history of 
state intervention and a strong position for the private rented sector (PRS). This is 
linked to the structure of the German housing market, the priorities of housing policy 
over time, and a widespread attitude that buying a house is something a household 
does once in a lifetime. Comparatively strict mortgage finance regulation and low 
loan-to-value ratios, largely tenure-neutral tax treatment, and the inclusive nature 
of supply-side subsidy entitlement all play a role. Comparatively low housing market 
volatility, together with fiscal benefits available to landlords, has created an environ-
ment in which investing in residential property is fairly low risk, at least in the growth 
regions. In areas where demand for housing is high, the likelihood of making a loss 
from investment in residential lettings is low in spite of the high security of tenure.
 
Changes in regulation, tax treatment and subsidies in the PRS are often implemented 
more or less simultaneously with measures affecting other tenures. Combined with a 
decentralised planning system, government interventions to address housing market 
imbalances and surges in demand have generally been fairly efficient (Ball 2010). The 
peaks in overall residential construction in 1984 and 1995, for example, can be linked 
to policies intended to encourage construction among investors and owner-occupiers 
alike. 

Existing literature highlights a number of factors which may explain the large size of 
the German PRS. In addition to subsidies to new construction for the rental market, 
influential supply-side factors include generous depreciation allowances and fiscal 
benefits available to PRS landlords (see for example Tomann 1990, Hubert 1998, Haffner 
et al. 2009, Kemp & Kofner 2010). The investment motives of landlords are also believed 
to play a role. Unlike many other countries where the relatively low yields available 
from investment in the PRS reduce its attractiveness as an investment option, favour-
able yield prospects or short-term capital gains are argued to play ‘virtually no role’ 
in the investment motives of individual private sector landlords in Germany. Instead, 
the main motives for investing in the PRS in Germany are to provide for old age (as a 
supplement to pensions), security of investment and capital accumulation (Kemp & 
Kofner 2010). The motives of individual landlords are important in order to understand 
the supply, as individuals account for the vast majority of PRS landlords in the country. 

chArAcTerisTics of The privATe renTed secTor TodAy

Over 60 percent of the German rented stock is owned by individual landlords, although 
clear data on the division between subsidised and non-subsidised sectors is not read-
ily available. Approximately three quarters of them are so-called amateur landlords, 
who own up to 15 properties. The vast majority of individual landlords manage their 
properties themselves. Commercial landlords own approximately a quarter of the 
overall housing stock (Haffner et al. 2009, Kemp & Kofner 2010).

Nearly half of German rented stock owned by individual landlords was inherited or 
received as a  gift, and only just over a quarter is financed by a loan. The most com-
mon incentive for individual landlords to invest in residential letting is pension provi-
sion. Pensioners own approximately 40 percent of the rented housing stock owned by 
individual landlords (BMVBS Survey, cited in Kemp & Kofner 2010). Approximately 40 
percent of individual landlords make a profit from their investment. A similar propor-
tion breaks even, and only nine percent report making a loss (ibid).

The private rented sector continues to provide housing for broad sections of the Ger-
man population. Younger households are more likely to rent than own property, and 
the propensity to live in owner-occupied property increases with age. Rental proper-
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ties are, on average, smaller than owner-occupied homes, but there are no significant 
differences between social and market rented sectors. Single-family homes are more 
likely to be owner-occupied than rented. 

The rented stock is generally in good condition. Landlords can, subject to certain 
restrictions and conditions, pass modernisation costs (including costs of energy effi-
ciency improvements) on to tenants. 

invesTmenT in The privATe renTed secTor

Fiscal policies do not particularly favour homeowners over landlords. Landlords must 
pay income tax on rental income, but this is offset by tax concessions on capital gains 
and depreciation. Different rules apply to institutional landlords, non-profit housing 
companies and individual landlords, and the depreciation rate depends, among other 
things, on the age of the dwelling. For properties built before 1925, the current depreci-
ation rate is 2.5 percent for a period of 40 years. For properties built after 1925, the rate 
is 2 percent for a period of 50 years. Depreciation allowances apply to subsidised as 
well as non-subsidised dwellings (Kemp & Kofner 2010). From 2006 onwards only linear 
depreciation allowances have been in operation. Individual landlords are exempt from 
capital-gains tax after a ten-year holding period. Corporate landlords must pay tax on 
the capital gain when selling a rented property, but income tax is not payable after the 
ten-year holding period and most housing cooperatives are exempt from corporation 
tax. Any losses incurred from renting can be set against income from other sources. 

currenT renT regulATion And securiTy of Tenure 

In 2001 a legislative change enabled landlords to exercise a greater degree of control 
over the detailed terms of the rental agreement, including a fixed term in certain cir-
cumstances. Tenancies are still generally signed for an indefinite period of time, secu-
rity of tenure remains high and the landlord’s right to evict a tenant continues to be 
restricted. Contracts can only be terminated if the tenant has generated at least three 
months’ worth of arrears or is causing a nuisance, or if the landlord needs to reclaim 
the property to house themselves or a relative. The fact that the rent is below market 
or that the landlord wants to obtain a better yield are not allowable grounds for the 
termination of a rental contract. Tenancies can be transferred from the sitting tenant 
to another person, but only with the landlord’s approval.9 Since 2001, the notice period 
for landlords has been linked to the duration of tenancy, but restricted to a maximum 
of nine months (Haffner et al. 2009). The notice period for tenants is three months. If 
a landlord decides to sell the dwelling, the sitting tenant has the right of first refusal.
 
Rents for new contracts can be set freely. It is, however, a criminal offense to demand 
a rent that exceeds the local reference rent for dwellings of similar type, size, equip-
ment, state and location by more than 20 percent (Kemp & Kofner 2010). Under the 
reference rents system (Vergleichsmietenregelung), rents can be increased only if they 
have not been increased in the previous year and if the landlord can prove that the 
current rent is below the rental index rent for comparable dwellings in the same area. 
Landlords may not increase rents by more than 20 percent over a three-year period, 
except when modernisation or energy efficiency improvements have taken place. On 
modernised dwellings rent can be increased by 11 percent of the modernisation costs 
per annum. 

9 unless the tenancy is inherited, in which case the right to stay is automatically granted and cannot be refused by the landlord.
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This combination of continuing regulation of rent increases and high security of ten-
ure means that rents for sitting tenants tend to be below market level in areas of high 
demand. Because rent increases during a tenancy are more strictly regulated than 
rents for new contracts, rents for tenants who have occupied the same property for a 
long period of time tend to be significantly below market rents. For many households 
in this situation, continuing to rent is the most cost-efficient housing option in spite 
of the declining house-price-to-income ratio and low house-price-to-rent ratio. The 
security of tenancy acts to increase the attractiveness of renting. 

Although rents paid to private landlords are higher than those paid for subsidised 
dwellings, the rent gap between subsidised and non-subsidised dwellings is small in 
comparison to rent gaps between the social and the market sectors in most other 
European countries. From the beginning of 2002, rents for subsidised dwellings have 
been linked to market sector rents, further reducing the rent gap. 

fuTure of The germAn privATe renTed secTor 

In spite of the fact that Germany’s population is declining at a rate of 0.1-0.3 percent 
per annum, the number of households is increasing, largely as a result of growth in 
the proportion of one-person households (whose share exceeded 40 percent in 2010).
 
Because the private rented sector remains regulated, although somewhat less heav-
ily than in 1980, average yields have remained fairly low at 4-5 percent. In the near 
future, demand for owner-occupied housing is expected to increase. In spite of high 
land prices, one- and two-family houses accounted for 60 percent of all completions 
in 2010. LTV ratios remain low (70-80 percent), but increasing real house prices, espe-
cially in desirable areas, and the relative cost of owner-occupation make the tenure 
increasingly attractive, although mostly to those who can afford a single-family home. 
Demand for rented housing is expected to decline, especially in the East (a project-
ed 7 percent decline as opposed to 2 percent in the West). Regional differences have 
been growing rapidly, and this development is expected to continue. Prices for sales 
and rentals vary across the country, although the East-West divide is becoming more 
blurred (BBR 2008).

A chronological analysis of the developments that have taken place in the regulation 
of the private rented sector would suggest that the relatively high level of regulation of 
the sector has kept the sector as an attractive housing option in spite of the improved 
affordability of owner occupied housing, which is making the relative cost of renting 
similar to the cost of owning. Because the changes in regulation since 1980 have been 
fairly minor, their impact on the size of the sector has been small. More important 
have been the stability of access to housing finance, which has kept the owner-occu-
pation rate fairly low. Equally, cuts to bricks-and-mortar subsidies and sales of subsi-
dised housing to the private sector have affected the subsidised sector more than the 
market sector. 

The effects of the 2006 cuts to depreciation allowances on investment in new pri-
vate rented housing remain to be seen. We can speculate that a combination of lower 
depreciation and lack of subsidies may well reduce investment in the PRS, eventually 
pushing more and more people into owner-occupation, especially in areas where the 
mismatch between supply and demand in the rented sector leads landlords to neglect 
existing stock, thus reducing the quality of private rented housing. So far, however, 
the proportion of new completions destined for renting is fairly high and the quality 
of new built-to-rent housing is likewise good. Contrary to what might be expected in 
the light of cuts to subsidies and depreciation allowances, the proportion of new com-
pletions for renting has been increasing while the overall number of new completions 
decreased although it is currently increasing again. 
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Subsidised construction of dwellings intended for the rental sector and rent regulation 
that enables landlords to pass modernisation costs on to the tenants have generated 
a high quality rented stock which appeals to broad segments of the population. High 
security of tenure has made the sector a viable long-term housing option. 

Relaxed eligibility criteria for landlords have made it possible for private investors 
to invest in the construction of affordable dwellings, which eventually move on to 
the free market after the affordability lock-in period runs out. Private sector investors 
have thus not been squeezed out of the market in spite of significant state subsidies 
to the affordable rented sector. Subsidies and fiscal benefits, especially accelerated 
depreciation, have been important tools for encouraging investment in rented prop-
erty. 

Decentralised planning regulation has made it possible for regions to respond to 
increased demand fairly quickly, making the housing market more elastic and less 
prone to house price inflation. Low loan-to-value ratios have also contributed to house 
price stability by making the housing market less vulnerable to inflation. Stable house 
prices have been an important contributing factor in increasing the attractiveness of 
investment in residential lettings in spite of strong regulation and security of tenure.
 
Regulation of rent increases has kept rents relatively low. Low rents in comparison to 
home ownership costs are an important factor contributing to the popularity of pri-
vate renting. Comparatively strict mortgage regulation contributes to the stability of 
house prices, the relatively low level of home ownership and high demand for rented 
dwellings, making investment in rented property both more attractive and less risky. 

The general perception is that regulation in the German context is beneficial to tenants 
without penalising landlords and reducing investment in the sector. However, home 
ownership may grow in the future as the affordability of owner occupation improves.

references

andre, C (2010) A bird’s eye view of OECD housing markets OECD Economics Department 
Working Papers No. 746 Paris: OECD Publishing

andrews, D, Sánchez, A C and Johansson, Å (2011) Housing Markets and Structural Policies 
in OECD Countries OECD Economics Department Working Papers No. 836 Paris: OECD 
Publishing

BBR (2008) Housing and Real Estate Markets in Germany 2006 Bonn: Federal Office for 
Building and Regional Planning

BmVBS (2011) Fortführung der Kompensationsmittel für die Wohnraumförderung Berlin: Fed-
eral Office for Building and Regional Planning (BMVBS)

BBR (2008) Housing and Real Estate Markets in Germany in 2006 BBR Online Publication 
08/2008. Berlin: Federal Office for Building and Regional Planning (BMVBS)

Behring, K and Helbrecht, I (2002) Wohneigentum in Europa Ludwigsburg: Wustenrot Stif-
tung

oxley, M, Lishman, R, Brown, T, Haffner, M and Hoekstra, J (2010) Promoting Investment 
in private rented housing supply: International policy comparisons London: Department for 
Communities and Local Government 

deutsche Bank (2010) ‘German residential property: Back in fashion – with a good rea-
son?’ www.dbresearch.com, accessed 10 February 2011 

III

144



deutsche Bank (2011) ‘Talking Point: Prime locations don’t always mean prime yields’ 
www.dbresearch.com, accessed 16 September 2011

haffner, M, Hoekstra, J, Oxley, and van der Heijden, H (2009) Bridging the gap between 
social and market rented housing in six European countries Amsterdam: IOS

haffner, M, Hoekstra, J, Oxley, M and van der Heijden, H (2010) ‘Universalistic, particu-
laristic and middle way approaches to comparing the private rental sector’ 2010(4), 
359 – 377

hubert, F (1998) ‘Private rented housing in Germany’ Netherlands Journal of Housing and 
the Built Environment 13(3), 205 – 232

Kemp, P and Kofner, S (2010) ‘Contrasting varieties of private renting: England and 
Germany’ International Journal of Housing Policy 10(4), 379 – 398 

tomann, H (1990) ‘The housing market, housing finance and housing policy in West 
Germany: prospects for the 1990s’ Urban Studies 27(6), 919 – 930

Van der heijden, H and Boelhouwer, P (1996) ‘The private rental sector in Western 
Europe: Developments since the Second World War and prospects for the future’ Hous-
ing Studies 11(1), 13 – 33 

Voigtlander, M (2009) ‘Why is the German Homeownership rate so low? Housing Studies 
24(3), 355 – 372

 

country chaPters – Germany

145



THE NETHERLANDS

The size of the private rented sector in the Netherlands declined from 17 per-
cent in 1980 to 8 percent in 2010. 

Throughout the post-war period, the private rented sector in the Netherlands 
has been one of the most highly regulated in Europe and remains so today. 
Regulation covers initial rent setting, rent increases for existing tenants and 
security of tenure. Each dwelling in the regulated sector has a maximum rent 
determined on a points-based system covering size and quality. There is a 
legal maximum for rent increases, more recently based only on the cost of 
living. Tenant security is strong. Regulation in the Netherlands is intended to 
produce rents below market levels. However, the general view is that actual 
rents may only be substantially below (notional) market rents in the larger 
cities.

In 1990 the government began to liberalise the rental sector by enabling rents 
to be freely determined on dwellings with rents above a set amount, €665/
month in 2012. This limit is increased annually on 1 January (since 2011) and 
above it rents are free in both the social and private rented sector. The ‘free’ 
rented sector reached five percent by 2004 and the aim was that 25 percent 
would be deregulated in the following five years but this target was dropped 
by the new government in 2007. Some eight percent of the rented sector is 
thought to have been deregulated on 1 January 2009: about four percent in the 
social rented sector and about 30 percent in private renting.

Strong regulation, particularly rent control, is often seen as one reason for the 
decline in private renting. But as importantly both owner occupation and the 
social rented sector have benefited from subsidies and tax incentives while 
private landlords have been disadvantaged; especially from the 1980s on. 
Compared with other European countries, the social rented sector has domi-
nated the housing market throughout the post-war period. Almost a third of 
households rent a social dwelling. 

Regulation is generally perceived as beneficial, which may be why successive 
governments have found it difficult to introduce deregulation despite concern 
that regulation has contributed to the private rented sector’s decline. Another 
reason is the fact that the costs of housing allowances will rise with rising 
rents, while Dutch ministries are limited in their expenditure by medium-term 
spending caps. Any spending setbacks must be offset by their own budgets.

regulATion prior To The 1980s

The context for housing policy in the Netherlands after the Second World War was one 
of acute housing shortages and high inflation (7 percent) although since 1950 wages 
have been rising roughly in line with prices. The standard of living rose and popula-
tion increased. A state pension was introduced during this period which reduced the 
need for individuals to own property to rent out as their pension. Before the war the 
private rented sector was dominated by individual landlords owning one, two or three 
properties as a means of providing a retirement income. During the Second World War 
new housing output virtually ceased (Haffner 2002a). 
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The immediate housing policy response to wartime shortages was to introduce a rigid 
system of rent regulation, with a freeze on rents (which had started during the war) 
and lasted until 1951. This was followed by a series of differentiated rent increases 
(Priemus 2010). The government wanted to ensure that housing costs were not too 
high in order to keep labour competitive.

Early post-war housing policy also aimed to encourage new housebuilding. This 
involved the modernisation of the housing stock. A complex subsidy system was 
developed to encourage new investment in rented accommodation which applied to 
the majority of new rented dwellings. Subsidies were available to both commercial 
landlords and housing associations provided that their projects met certain govern-
ment conditions. Both the municipalities and the housing associations played a domi-
nant role in new house building from the 1950s to the 1980s.

The strict control over rent increases was intended to prevent rents from spiralling 
during a period of housing shortage. A general rent increase was only introduced in 
1950. From 1955 rents were no longer to be related to pre-war levels but to the differ-
ence between costs and ‘bricks and mortar’ subsidies. Annual rent increases were 
introduced in 1967. Decontrol began in 1967 in areas with a crude housing surplus of 
1.5 percent or more.

In 1971 a national points index of housing quality was introduced. The maximum rent 
for a dwelling was based on the number of ‘quality points’ it had been given. This took 
account of the characteristics of the home, its size and facilities, plus the local envi-
ronment such as transport, shops, schools etc. In 1979 rent controls were extended 
to cover the whole country and the maximum rent increase was computed by gov-
ernment in relation to the cost of living, wages and building costs. This effectively 
abolished the liberalisation that had begun in 1967, leaving a very small ‘free’ market 
sector. New subsidised building was subject to special arrangements. For new tenan-
cies, rents could be freely agreed between landlord and tenant, up to the maximum 
allowable rent level according to the quality points. If the tenants were dissatisfied 
they could go to the local rent committee where the points system would be applied. 

Since the 1970s financial support to the rented sector has increasingly taken the form 
of housing allowances. This was originally a very small scheme but has developed into 
a major policy instrument which in 2009 cost €2.4 billion; it is today the largest item in 
the national annual housing budget.

chAnges To The sysTem 1980 To The presenT dAy

Private rented sector
Private renting fell from 17 percent in 1980 (Van der Heijden & Boelhouwer 1998) to 
only eight percent in 2010 (Andrews et al. 2011). Owner occupation rose from 45 per-
cent in 1990 to 55 percent in 2006 (Oxley & Haffner, 2006) and again slightly to 57 per-
cent in 2010 according to Andrews et al’s survey for the OECD in 2011. Social renting 
also declined over this period, from more than 40 percent (Oxley & Haffner, 2006) to 35 
percent in 2010 (Andrews et al. 2011). 

The rental market today remains largely regulated. Each social or private rented dwell-
ing with a regulated rent has a maximum rent based on size and quality, and there is 
a legal maximum for annual rent increases, for example 1.1 percent in 2007-08, which 
was equivalent to the rate of inflation of the previous year. Rent increases are deter-
mined annually by a decision of Parliament. Only the most expensive rental dwellings 
(8 percent of the stock as of January 2009) are exempt from price regulation: about 
four percent in the social rented sector and about 30 percent in private renting. These 
are the dwellings with the so-called liberalised or deregulated rents. The regulation 
system is generally expected to produce lower rents, which can be seen as an implicit 
subsidy, especially in areas of housing scarcity.
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Low income households in the regulated rented sector receive a rent allowance 
depending on the rent, income and household composition. In 2009 about a third of 
tenants received a rent allowance, worth a third of the average rent. Table 1, taken 
from Ras et al. (2011), shows the financial instruments and their approximate value.

table 1: the iMpacts oF Financial policy instruMents

nuMber oF households aMount
thousands million euros

mortgage interest tax relief 3,500 10,000

rent allowance 1,100 2,000

total subsidies 12,000
Local property tax (owner occupiers) 4,100 900

tax on imputed rent (owner occupiers) 3,567 2,200

conveyance tax 130 1,800

total taxes 4,900
net flow 7,100

source: ras et al. 2011, page 977

It has been argued that the decline of the private rented sector is at least partly associ-
ated with the tight regulation of both rents and tenancies. While In 1985 there were 
982,000 private rental dwellings, this number declined to 646,000 in 2010 (ABF Research 
- Systeemwoningvoorraad (Syswov) database). The government began to liberalise the 
rented sector in the 1990s and by 2004 some five percent of the sector was in the 
deregulated or ‘free’ sector (Boelhouwer, 2006). The intention was that 25 percent of 
rental dwellings would be deregulated in the following five years, but this target was 
dropped by a new government in 2007. 

A further attempt to increase the liberalised part of the rented sector was introduced 
on 1 October 2011. This enables an increase in maximum allowable rents in ten areas 
where housing supply is scarce. Under the points system, maximum allowable rents in 
these areas can go up by either 15 or 25 points depending on the relationship between 
house value and floorspace. Rents for existing tenants, however, cannot be increased 
according to the new maximum allowable rent per dwelling, only those of new tenan-
cies.

The government had also proposed allowing rent increases in part because the target 
group for social renting is limited only at the point of allocation, with no means testing 
after that point. The aim was to increase rents for sitting tenants with incomes of more 
than €43,000 p.a. by more than the average increase, and to allow extra rent increases 
in the most pressured areas (Haffner 2011). This proposal is still under consideration. 
It is expected to enable the rented housing market to operate more efficiently and 
increase supply to middle-income households. 

The deregulated sector remains linked to the regulated sector, however. This is because 
it is defined in terms of dwellings with rents above a certain level, currently €665 per 
month (2012). This limit is revised annually on 1 January (since 2011), while annual 
increases in regulated rents are effected on 1 July. 
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Social rented sector
Despite the recent decline, the social rented sector in the Netherlands is proportion-
ately the largest in Europe. The decline in the social rented sector has not been as 
marked as either the fall in private renting or the rise in home ownership. In absolute 
numbers the decline is limited to about 100,000 dwellings: the sector decreased from 
its largest number of dwellings of almost 2.37 million in 1998 to 2.27 million in 2010 
(ABF Research - Systeemwoningvoorraad (Syswov) database). The decrease has been 
partly fuelled by the sale of public housing to tenants. This was not a ‘right to buy’ but 
an ‘offer to buy’ and social landlords have considerable discretion as to whether to sell 
or not (Ronald & Elsinga 2009). Most initial sales were of vacant units. 

In 1989 a White Paper set out the future of housing associations in a much more mar-
ket-oriented context. Housing associations were to operate as social entrepreneurs. 
By this time, local authorities were not only competing with housing associations as 
landlords but also supervising them and allocating tenants to homes. The situation 
was to be resolved by turning municipal housing companies into these more autono-
mous housing associations. 

In practice most local authorities accepted this new role, and those with ‘healthy’ 
finances became housing associations. Many of them had become ‘healthy’ by selling 
stock, initially adding the proceeds to their general budgets, but later investing them 
in housing and regeneration. Those that were not healthy generally had old outdated 
stock with maintenance costs exceeding the regulated rental income. In some cases 
local authorities had extracted funds from the municipal housing companies. In more 
than one case in the larger cities, those with financial problems had to be rescued by 
the local authority when the municipal company was wound up. 

The deadline for turning municipal housing companies into housing associations was 
January 1997. Most either transformed into a housing association or their stock was 
taken over or sold to an existing association. Although the term municipal housing 
company has officially been abolished, a tiny minority still exist, financially healthy 
and owning less than one percent of the social rented stock. 

In 1995 all new general property subsidies ceased. Instead housing associations 
received the present value of the subsidies pledged by the government for the com-
ing decades. In the same year housing associations had to convert public loans into 
private loans and accept many financial risks previously borne by government (the so-
called Grossing and Balancing Operation – see Priemus 2010). A similar operation also 
took place with institutional investors in the private rented sector, but at a later date.

In 1992 the annual operational property subsidies had already ceased, awaiting the 
Grossing and Balancing Operation, and were replaced by a one-off contribution pro-
gramme for a couple of years until 1995. 

Government policy in the 1990s has been to encourage owner occupation and to this 
end housing associations have been set targets for selling homes to sitting tenants 
(Haffner 2002a). During that decade between 10,000 and just under 20,000 a year were 
sold, compared to a target of 50,000 a year. Housing associations cannot be forced to 
sell because they are private organisations. A more indirect way of encouraging sales 
has been suggested, such as a subsidy per sale from the CFV (CentraalFondsvoor de 
Volkshuisvesting) which is a mutual funding organisation established in 1988 to sup-
port financially weak organisations and where necessary help them to restructure.

In 1997 housing allowances improved significantly for both rented tenures (Haffner et 
al. 2009 p. 216). 
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In addition to social rented housing, more than 150 housing associations in the Neth-
erlands offer one or more types of low-cost home ownership. These include Koopga-
rant which provides a 25 percent discount on the market price. There is an obligation 
to sell it back to the housing association when the purchaser wishes to move, with any 
gains or losses in value split between buyer and seller. Another product is Sociale Koop 
where the purchaser can buy a share of at least 50 percent, with an interest-free loan on 
the rent from the housing association and the right to buy it back at an indexed price. 
Ronald and Elsinga (2009) comment that these are remarkably risk-free approaches to 
a form of privatisation of the social stock. Most units remained in the hands of housing 
associations and units were sold under schemes that protected households from risk 
but undermined potential investment gains.

owner-occupied sector
The owner-occupied sector in the Netherlands has grown significantly since 1980 
although the current housing market crisis has led to a slow-down. Owner occupa-
tion has been encouraged by government subsidy in the form of mortgage interest 
tax relief. Mortgage interest is deductible for 30 years and is combined with a very low 
imputed rent which is added to the taxable income of the household. However as inter-
est rates rose during the 1980s, the tax relief on interest far outweighed the additional 
tax paid on the imputed rent. Not surprisingly, owner occupation began to increase.

Furthermore, in the 1990s in an attempt to limit its annual expenses on bricks-and-
mortar subsidies, the government applied rent increases which were much higher than 
inflation. This gave the impetus for tenants in the more expensive rental dwellings to 
leave the sector, if they could finance a mortgage loan. Mortgage requirements eased 
during this period. For example, in 1993, a second household income was allowed to be 
included (at 100 percent) when determining eligibility for a home loan. Furthermore, 
mortgage loans were developed in which the full amount of income-tax-deductible 
interest was paid during the loan term, first using ‘endowment loans’ and later, inter-
est-only mortgages. These mortgage products allowed households to maximise their 
mortgage interest tax deduction. As a result, house prices could rise without generat-
ing liquidity problems for households, whose monthly housing or mortgage expenses 
remained affordable (Haffner & De Vries 2010 pp. 151-173). 

The rapid growth of the owner occupied sector had the effect of concentrating low-
income households in the social rented sector (Priemus 2010), although the sector still 
houses a broad socio-economic spread of tenants. Social rented housing accounts for 
a larger proportion of the housing stock in the Netherlands than in other European 
countries.

The growth in home ownership has been associated with strong growth in mortgage 
indebtedness. Since the 1980s, the government has offered generous mortgage sub-
sidies. The Dutch mortgage market has expanded rapidly over the past decade, with 
residential mortgage debt rising to almost 100 percent of GDP in 2008, up from 60 per-
cent of GDP in 1998. Owner-occupancy was around 55 percent of the occupied stock in 
2005, up from 42 percent in 1980. 

The proportion of mortgages with LTV ratios of more than 100 percent increased from 
15 percent in 1990 to more than 70 percent by 2001-02. In 2007, the Code of Conduct for 
Mortgage Lenders was tightened to reduce the risk exposure of Dutch lending institu-
tions. From 1 August 2011, as a response to the Global Financial Crisis, the code was 
tightened again. It restricted interest-only mortgages to 50 percent of loans and the 
LTV to 106 percent of market value.

The so-called box 3 taxation was introduced in 2001 as part of a number of reforms to 
the tax system. 
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Income was classified into three types or boxes, and income tax rates were reduced 
from a maximum rate of 60 percent down to 52 percent. In box 1, income from employ-
ment is taxed at a progressive rate with a maximum of 52 percent. In box 2, income 
from ownership of shares is taxed at a rate of 25 percent for shareholders with more 
than five percent of the shares of a particular organisation. Box 3 taxes other income 
from capital at 30 percent. However, income from capital is imputed at four percent. 
This means that a taxpayer who owns shares to the value of €100,000 and a debt of 
€40,000 is imputed a net income of four percent of the difference (€60.000), which 
is then taxed at a rate of 30 percent. Effectively this tax is calculated as 1.2 percent  
(30 percent of four percent) of net capital wealth minus debt (example taken from Haf-
fner 2002b p. 530).

For owner-occupied housing, the principal dwelling is taxed in box 1. This is the only 
income from wealth that is taxed in box 1 – all the rest is taxed in box 2 or 3. Box 1 
means that the imputed rent is taxed and mortgage interest is deductible from tax-
able income from employment. The only restriction is that the mortgage interest tax 
relief lasts for a maximum of 30 years. Tax on imputed rent is limited to the amount of 
interest deducted. So as the amount of interest to be deducted becomes lower than the 
amount of imputed rent, the tax paid falls, reaching zero when the mortgage has been 
repaid. Thus owner occupiers without a mortgage do not pay tax on imputed rent (Haff-
ner 2002b). The percentage of the property that determines imputed rent is changed 
annually in line with rent increases (corrected for property price changes). Basically 
the 2001 tax reforms have meant that the owner-occupier is treated not in comparison 
to a landlord who would be paying income tax on profits, but to a tenant with an inter-
est deduction. This implies a move away from treating housing as an investment good. 

The result is increasing indebtedness as noted above. The government has implement-
ed policies to discourage excessive mortgage growth in the past: 

•	 In	2001	tax	deductibility	for	mortgages	used	for	non-housing	
consumption or investments and second-home purchases was 
removed. 

•	 Also	in	2001,	interest	deductibility	was	limited	to	30	years.	

•	 The	2004	change	meant	that	the	mortgage	interest	tax	deduction	
is only available on ‘necessary debt’ after a move to a new prop-
erty. Thus only the difference between the new house price and 
the equity from the previous house is tax deductible. 

•	 From	2005	the	tax	on	imputed	rent	was	limited	to	the	amount	of	
interest deducted (see above).

Nevertheless, mortgage indebtedness continued to grow until the last quarter of 2011, 
when total new approvals were down 19.2 percent on the same quarter of 2010. Part 
of the rise can also be explained by rising house prices from the early 1980s to the 
end of 2008 (Haffner & De Vries 2010). Over 2011 as a whole, total outstanding residen-
tial mortgages amounted to €629.6 billion (Global Property Guide downloaded 24 May 
2012). 

The promotion of owner-occupation is in response to growing demand for people to 
own their own homes. This demand has grown sharply over the last ten years as a 
result of rising prosperity as well as government subsidies to house purchase. Home 
ownership also contributes to achieving the government’s objective of giving people a 
greater say in how they live. 

country chaPters – the netherLanDs

151



The currenT siTuATion

The characteristic features of the Dutch housing system include a long-term decline 
in the size of the private rented sector, a smaller decline in social renting and a cor-
responding increase in home ownership. The private rented sector is highly regulated, 
and this, particularly rent control, is often blamed for the relative demise of the sector 
in recent years. Other commentators however argue simply that when it comes to sub-
sidies, both the social sector and owner occupation were beneficiaries, at the expense 
of the private rented sector (Priemus 2010). Social landlords were and are still encour-
aged to sell to sitting tenants and to use the proceeds from such sales to invest in 
new social housing. A further government policy since the 1980s has been to promote 
housing choice, and as the majority of Dutch people say they prefer home ownership, 
the government has encouraged this. Thus the decline in private renting may partly 
reflect the increasing number of tenants who became home owners.

The Dutch housing system is one of the most highly regulated in Europe (Ras et al. 
2011). It has a large social rented sector, rent allowances for low-income renters and tax 
incentives for owner occupiers. In 2009, in addition to rent allowances, the regulatory 
system resulted in a net flow of over €7 billion from the government to households, 
roughly 1.2 percent of GNP (Ras et al. 2011 p. 975). The argument that home ownership 
provides positive externalities caused many countries to subsidise home ownership in 
the post-war period, including Britain, Sweden, Germany, the USA and Canada. How-
ever, as the size of the subsidy has grown, many countries have questioned whether 
the benefits are worth the costs, and Germany, Sweden and the UK have phased them 
out. Several commentators have suggested that the Netherlands should follow suit, 
since the cost to the taxpayer has risen too far (Priemus 2010 Ras et al. 2011).

oTher fAcTors AffecTing The size of The secTor

The other two factors affecting the size of the private rented sector are the subsidies 
and/or favourable tax treatment in both the social rented sector and owner occupation. 
Compared with other European countries, the social rented sector has dominated the 
housing market in the Netherlands throughout the post-war period. Almost a third of 
households rent a social dwelling and there were more than two million social rented 
dwellings in 2005 (Elsinga and Wassenberg 2007). Today virtually all the social stock 
is owned by housing associations who have to act on a commercial basis but use their 
profits as a renewable fund for meeting further housing needs. They are able to act in 
a very flexible way, freely buying and selling dwellings, both to and from individual 
households and other landlords. They can sell vacant properties on the open market 
but when they wish to sell tenanted properties these must be offered to tenants who 
can choose to continue renting. There is no right to buy.

table 2: tenure structure in the netherlands

tenure proportion oF households
1950 1990 2010

owner occupation 29* 45 55

Private renting 60** 15 8

social renting 12*** 40 32

other (co-operatives) 5

total

sources: van der heijden & Boelhouwer, 1996; oxley, 1995; andrews et al. 2010

* mouillart, 1990 based on Lefebre et al. 1990

** as at 1947

*** also 1947 (haffner 2002a)
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The housing stock is primarily single-family dwellings, both in the countryside and 
also in medium-sized cities. Almost half of the social stock is single-family houses, 
often in terraces, with 42 percent low rise flats and 11 percent high rise in cities. Social 
rented housing is not generally confined to single tenure estates, and most neighbour-
hoods have a mix of tenures (Elsinga & Wassenberg 2007). Table 2 shows the tenure 
structure and house type in 2002.

table 4: dwelling stock by tenure in the netherlands

high rise Flats low rise Flats houses total
social rented 269,600 (62.9%) 1,017,000 (62.2%) 1,153,100 (25.3%) 2,439,600 (36.8%)

private rented 64,900 (15.1%) 285,000 (17.4%) 245,400 (5.4%) 593,300 (9.0%)

owner occupied 94,300 (22%) 331,800 (20.3%) 3,165,900 (69.4%) 3,592,000 (54.2%)

total 428,800 (100%) 1,633,700 4,564,400 6,626,900

source: elsinga and Wassenberg 2007

In 2009, 55% of Dutch households lived in owner occupied dwellings. These are gener-
ally larger or better quality than rented dwellings. The home ownership market is not 
regulated in terms of entry conditions but house purchasers benefit from mortgage 
interest tax relief whereby they deduct mortgage interest from their taxable income. 
They also have to add imputed income from their dwellings to their taxable income, 
set at a percentage of the dwelling’s value. Since 2005 this has been reduced for house-
holds without mortgages or whose mortgages are very low. In 2009 around 87 percent 
of home owners had a mortgage. On average, owner occupiers reclaim 19 percent of 
interest paid each year in tax relief. They pay local property taxes and a conveyance 
tax when purchasing (Ras et al. 2011).

how regulATion is perceived

The Dutch housing system is not tenure neutral and the private rented sector has 
declined severely since the Second World War. Its foundations stem from the imme-
diate post-war period when the country faced an extreme housing shortage. The 
response was a rigid policy of rent controls coupled with security of tenure. Rent regu-
lation today applies to about 70 percent of the private rented sector. In order to encour-
age investors to build new homes post-war, a complex subsidy system was introduced 
for the majority of new rental dwellings. Both housing associations and commercial 
landlords could apply for these subsidised loans, provided their schemes met govern-
ment criteria. Local authorities as well as housing associations played an important 
role in new construction from the 1950s to the 1980s. However, these subsidies were 
not sufficient in the long run, especially when they were limited before they were abol-
ished, to stimulate investments in private renting and the sector continued to decline. 

As the Dutch economy began to grow and long-term interest rates fell, owner occupa-
tion became more attractive. As Priemus notes, ‘In the years between 1950 and 1990 
there were two winners in the housing market: social rented housing (mainly via new 
dwellings) and owner-occupation (via new dwellings and the sale of rented dwellings)’ 
(Priemus 2010 p. 756). As a result, the private rented sector was the loser.
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NORWAY

The size of the privately rented sector has declined from 27 percent in the 
early 1980s to 18 percent in the early 1990s and about 17 percent now. This 
is thought to be largely the result of the 1980s deregulation, which enabled 
many tenants in pre-war condominiums to buy their property at a low price. 
From the 1990s the decline halted and some growth occurred but only to 
about 17 percent at the present time.

Rent controls were initially imposed during the first world war and remained 
in place until after the second, when a more flexible system was introduced. 
Local housing rent committees determined the extent of acceptable rent 
increases, and they were mostly kept roughly in line with the consumer price 
index. Higher rent increases were allowed if the property had been improved 
or upgraded. 

In 1999 all rent controls for new and existing rental units except for pre-
war rental housing in Oslo were removed. Rents for new tenancies could be 
set freely, although charging ‘unreasonably high’ rents, defined as those out 
of line with average rents for comparable property in the same location, is 
unlawful. Security of tenure is high and landlords’ rights to terminate con-
tracts are restricted. The rent controls in Oslo were finally removed at the end 
of 2010.

Rents may be increased annually in line with the retail price index. Greater 
adjustments are allowed every three years to match market rents for similar 
properties in the same area. In 2010, these regulations were extended to the 
pre-war rental stock.

Private renting in Norway is regarded as a temporary tenure as the expecta-
tion for most people is to become owner occupiers. Short-term tenancies are 
the norm, and young single people and lower-income households are over-
represented. 

Because of the dominance of owner occupation, the current regulatory regime 
is seen as having a neutral effect on the size of the private rented sector. Ten-
ants are protected against sudden or unreasonably high rent increases, and 
relatively relaxed rent control enables reasonable yields for landlords.

regulATion prior To The 1980s

The first general rent control was imposed in Norway during World War I to ensure 
that housing was affordable for the growing numbers of labourers in the main cities. 
This enabled rents to be frozen from time to time. The controls remained in place 
until after World War II, when they were finally replaced by a more flexible system 
under which local housing rent committees were established to determine accept-
able rent increases. In most instances, rent increases were kept roughly in line with 
the consumer price index (Oust 2010). Larger rent increases, subject to approval by 
the rent committee, were allowed following major upgrades or improvements to the 
rental property. In the 1970s deregulation of the private rented sector in Norway was 
introduced for newly built dwellings.
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chAnges To The sysTem 1980s To The presenT dAy

The Rent Act of 1999 removed all rent control from new and existing rental units, with 
the exception of pre-war rental housing. The act allowed rents for new tenancies to 
be set freely, although charging ‘unreasonably high’ rents is regarded as unlawful. 
‘Unreasonably high’ is generally held to mean in excess of average rents for compa-
rable units in the same area. Rents may be increased annually in line with the retail 
price index. Greater adjustments are allowed every three years to match market rents 
for similar properties in the same area. In 2010, these regulations were extended to the 
pre-war rental stock in Oslo, when rent controls were removed.

Contracts can be signed for an indefinite period or a fixed term, but a minimum dura-
tion of three years applies to all fixed-term contracts. Security of tenure is high, and 
landlords’ rights to terminate an indefinite contract or end a fixed-term contract pre-
maturely are subject to certain restrictions. Tenants are required to give three month’ 
notice at all times, except when a fixed-term tenancy comes to an end. If a tenant 
continues to occupy a dwelling for more than three months after the expiry date of a 
fixed-term tenancy, it turns into an indefinite one.

The currenT siTuATion

Parties are free to agree on the rent at the start of the tenancy although rents must not 
be unreasonably high. All parties have the right to question the rent after the initial 
agreement. During the tenancy, the landlord may increase the rent once a year in line 
with the consumer price index. The tenant may also demand a reduction in rent if the 
consumer price index should fall. If the lease has been in place for at least two years, 
the landlord may adjust the rent to bring it in line with prevailing rent levels for local 
properties that are comparable in terms of size and standard and rented under simi-
lar terms and conditions. A minimum of six months notice’ is required for such rent 
increases, so in effect the tenant has to have rented the property for two years and 
six months before the rent is increased to the prevailing level. If the rent is above the 
prevailing level, the tenant can require it to be adjusted downwards. 

There are two main types of tenancy agreement, indefinite and fixed term. In addi-
tion it is possible to combine the two, by entering into an indefinite agreement which 
gives one or both parties a right of termination. Fixed-term agreements must last for 
not less than three years, except for tenancies on basement units and semi-detached 
dwellings where the landlord lives in the same house, where the minimum term is one 
year. Leases can also be shorter than one year when the property is to be used by the 
landlord or a member of the landlord’s household, but only provided the tenant has 
been made aware of this when signing the lease, and provided the landlord does in 
fact move to the dwelling when the fixed-term agreement expires. Similar conditions 
apply where the dwelling is to be renovated or sold imminently. 

The tenant has no right to renew a fixed-term contract. The landlord can also sell the 
property during the lease to a different landlord or the lease can be terminated if the 
property is to be sold into a different tenure, but only under the conditions above.

The Rent Disputes Tribunal (HTU) resolves disputes between landlords and tenants 
and can both mediate and make decisions in disputes. This does not apply to holiday 
rentals. In 2009 the average time taken to settle disputes by mediation was 9.5 weeks, 
and for cases settled by a decision it was 12 weeks. 
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Thus the current position is a private rental market that is virtually free from regula-
tion yet ‘unreasonably high rents’ are unlawful. Since 2010 the pre-war rental stock 
has been decontrolled, and recent changes extended rent increases to match market 
rents to this sub-sector as well. The sector is relatively small and viewed primarily as 
a form of temporary accommodation for mobile, younger households.

oTher fAcTors AffecTing The size of The secTor 

Owner occupation has always been popular in Norway, even before the housing policy 
became strongly favourable to the tenure. State policy has had a strong impact. Home 
buyers can access preferential interest rates through the State Housing Bank. Own-
er-occupiers also receive tax relief on mortgage interest payments. Owner-occupied 
dwellings are also exempt from capital gains tax. 

The long-term impact of this pro-home ownership policy is demonstrated by the fact 
that in 1920, about 47 percent of Norway’s households were renters, but by 2004 only 
18 percent rented (Brattbakk & Hansen 2004).  In Oslo the share of renters was higher, 
at 29 percent of households. 

The homeownership rate is fairly high, with some 63 percent of all dwellings being 
owner-occupied (Statistics Norway 2008) and a further 14 percent co-operative tenant-
owned (Andrews & Sánchez 2011). Second homes and holiday homes are also prevalent 
in Norway and are exempt from capital gains tax if they have been owned for at least 
five years and the owner has used them in five out of the last eight years before sale.

The currenT scAle of The secTor And sub-secTors

The relative size of the private rental sector has declined considerably from 27 percent 
in 1980 to approximately 17 percent in 2007 (Scanlon & Kochan 2011). This was partly 
the result of deregulation of the housing market in the 1980s, which enabled many ten-
ants in pre-World War II condominiums to purchase their units at a low price. In the 
1990s, however, the decline of the sector halted and some growth could be detected, 
possibly because of the postponement of first-time-buyer purchases (Figure 1). Cur-
rently, the private rented stock (17 percent) is larger than the social rented stock (five 
percent).

Figure 1: percentage oF priVate renters in all households in norway, 1970–2007
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source: oust 2010, table 1
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Private rented housing in Norway is regarded primarily as a temporary housing 
option, and short-term tenancies dominate the market. Young single people and low-
er-income households are overrepresented among private rented tenants. Most of the 
landlords are individuals who are temporarily absent from their own ordinary dwell-
ings or have extra dwellings at their disposal. Individual landlords own 78 percent of 
the private rental stock, and some 60 percent of these are second homes on temporary 
lets and units that are attached to landlord’s home. Some 30 percent of tenants rent 
from a friend or a relative. The quality of private rented housing tends to be lower than 
owner-occupied housing, but high house-price-to-rent ratios also suggest that rents 
are not increasing at the same pace as real house prices.

oTher reAsons for The decline of The secTor

Only about 21 percent of rental units are owned by professional landlords, that is 
owned by a real estate rental company or privately owned and situated in a multi-unit 
building. Probably as a result of strong government support for house purchases, about 
10 percent of households in Norway own an additional housing unit. This is relatively 
high compared to the UK (just 2 percent) and the US and Canada (6.5 percent). About 
half of these second homes were inherited. Interestingly, about 50 percent of second-
home owners do not rent out these units. This is probably due to the low rental yields, 
generally about 3 to 5 percent.

how regulATion is perceived

Because of the dominance of owner-occupation, the current regulatory regime is 
believed to have a neutral effect on the absolute and relative size of the private rented 
sector. Tenants are protected from unexpected rent increases and unreasonably high 
rents, and security of tenure is high. The three-month notice period requirement for 
tenants has protected landlords against unexpected vacancies, and relatively relaxed 
controls on rent increases enable reasonable yields in spite of the high level of tenant 
security. Regulation that allows both fixed-term and indefinite contracts makes the 
market more flexible and better able to respond to the needs of a variety of tenants. 
The sector offers more flexibility for mobile households such as young people, whose 
housing needs fluctuate according to their work and lifestyle.
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REPUBLIC OF IRELAND

The sector has declined steadily since the war and in 2006 comprised only 
9 percent of the total stock. However there is thought to have been some 
increase recently, supported partly by an increasing role for private renting in 
social provision. The size of the sector has also been affected by the high rate 
of owner occupation in Ireland which peaked at 80 percent in 1991 and has 
since declined slightly. 

Rent controls introduced in the pre-war period were abolished in 1982 and 
the sector was largely unregulated until 2004 when the Residential Tenancies 
Act re-introduced regulation in the private rented sector. It focused mainly 
on security of tenure but also introduced rent constraints. Private rents may 
not be higher that the open-market rate and may be reviewed either up or 
down only once a year unless there has been a substantial change to the prop-
erty. Tenants must be given 28 days’ notice of new rents, and may ask for a 
review if they feel they exceed the market rate for the property. Disputes can 
be referred to the Private Residential Tenancies Board (PRTB). 

In 1993 regulations were introduced to set minimum standards for private 
rented accommodation. These were strengthened and enforcement improved 
in 2008 and 2009. 

The almost total absence of regulation in the past contributed to the decline 
of the sector, as private tenants regularly experienced difficulties from rent 
uncertainty and evictions, and from low quality, unfit and unsafe dwellings. 
These created a negative perception of the sector as a housing option and 
many households avoided it or left. 

Ireland is an exception in Europe in having strengthened rather than relaxed 
regulation on rents and security of tenure in recent years. Regulation is per-
ceived as having a positive impact on the sector.

regulATion prior To The 1980s

During World War I, the British Parliament introduced measures for rent control and 
security of tenure. These persisted after Irish independence into the post-war period, 
and eventually developed into the Rent Restrictions Act 1960, an extremely complex 
set of restrictions.

The restrictions survived until the early 1980s, when they were the subject of a con-
stitutional challenge. In Blake v Attorney General (1981), the Supreme Court ruled that 
Parts II and Parts IV of the Rent Restrictions Act 1960-1967 were unconstitutional as 
they amounted to an ‘unjust attack’ on landlords’ property rights. The legislation, the 
Supreme Court complained, provided no compensation for landlords subject to rent 
control, and almost permanently alienated the property from the landlord. Following 
Blake, more moderate legislation was passed, designed to phase out the formerly rent-
controlled sector by 2002 (the Housing (Private Rented Dwellings) Acts of 1982-1983). 
The net result was that tenants became largely unprotected from eviction, and the 
rent market was free.
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chAnges To The sysTem 1980s To The presenT dAy

Ireland is one of the very few countries where regulation of the private rental sector 
has increased in the past 30 years. Rent control measures introduced during the 1914–
1918 period were abolished in 1982, and the vast majority of tenancies could be ter-
minated with one month’s notice from either the landlord or the tenant (Norris 2011). 

The introduction of an entirely free market brought a reaction. Following campaigns 
by Threshold, a housing NGO, the Housing (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1992 was 
passed which provided new rights for tenants: longer notice-to-quit, minimum stand-
ards of accommodation, and the right to a rent book, plus a system of registration. It 
also abolished the old common-law right of the landlord to seize his tenants’ property 
in lieu of rent (distress). However the Act did not address security of tenure, and there 
was another Threshold campaign, resulting in the Residential Tenancies Act in 2004, 
which is seen to be more anti-landlord.

Ireland has strong tenant protection laws. The parties are free to negotiate rents, but 
the amount must not exceed the open-market rate. The rent may be reviewed and can 
only be adjusted once a year. Rent disputes go to the Private Residential Tenancy Board 
(PRTB) which has quasi-judicial status and is empowered to mediate or adjudicate in 
order to resolve disputes between landlords and tenants (Department of the Environ-
ment, Heritage and Local Government 2004). Security of tenure is based on a system 
of four-year cycles. During the first six months, the landlord can terminate without 
specifying grounds. But once a tenancy has lasted six months, the landlord can termi-
nate the tenancy during the following three and a half years only if:

•	 The	tenant	does	not	comply	with	the	obligations	of	the	tenancy	

•	 The	dwelling	is	overcrowded	

•	 The	landlord	needs	the	dwelling	in	the	next	3	months	

•	 The	landlord	requires	the	dwelling	for	his	own	occupation	or	for	a	
family member 

•	 The	landlord	intends	to	refurbish,	or

•	 The	landlord	intends	to	change	the	business	use	of	the	dwelling.

At the end of the four years, a new tenancy will commence and the cycle begins again 
unless otherwise agreed upon, i.e., the landlord can give notice without stating a rea-
son within the first six months.

Tenants may give notice at any time without giving a reason, subject to any fixed-term 
lease or agreement contained in the contract. Regardless of the reason for the termina-
tion, the periods of notice to be given by both the landlord and the tenant depend on 
the length of the tenancy, as follows:
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table 1: notice period For terMination oF tenancy

duration oF tenancy notice period in days
Less than 6 months 28

6 months – 1 year 35

1-2 years 42

2-3 years 56

3-4 years 84

more than 4 years 112

source: Private residential tenancies act 2004

There have also been significant moves in recent years to improve the minimum stand-
ards of private rented housing. Until recently, such regulations were weak and large-
ly unenforced. Under the Housing (Standards for Rented Houses) Regulations 1993, a 
landlord providing furnished accommodation was not required to provide a tenant 
with a cooker, refrigerator or central heating, and toilet/washing facilities could be 
shared by up to four flats. These standards were revised and upgraded under the Hous-
ing (Standards for Rented Houses) Regulations 2008 and the Housing (Standards for 
Rented Houses) (Amendment) Regulations 2009, which came into effect on 1 December 
2009. The new regulations aim to gradually replace the non-self-contained bedsit by 
a self-contained rental unit with central heating. They also improve cooking, heating 
and laundry provisions, set minimum space and storage provisions to facilitate fam-
ily living, require landlords to maintain the exteriors of dwellings and will completely 
phase out the traditional ‘bedsit’ (with shared facilities) by 2013 (Hayden et al. 2010).

oTher fAcTors AffecTing The size of The secTor

Unlike the prevailing view in many countries, in Ireland it is felt that over-burdensome 
regulation was a direct cause of the decline in the size of the private rented sector. 
However, the relationship between the growth of home ownership and the decline in 
private renting is not clear. Certainly, the dominant housing tenure in the Republic of 
Ireland is owner occupation, constituting 75 percent of the total (Figure 1). This high 
homeownership rate has been heavily influenced by a range of government policies 
over time (Drudy & Punch 2002, Hayden et al. 2010). 

Over the last ten years, the boundary between the private and social rented sectors 
in the Republic of Ireland has become increasingly blurred. Previously, social rented 
housing was defined by legislation as dwellings specially built for social renting. But 
now, the government has leased private rental units to meet social housing need. The 
Rental Accommodation Scheme (RAS) introduced in 2004 is a new form of ‘social’ hous-
ing delivered by the private rental sector through long-term leases agreed between 
local authorities and private landlords. It involves the transfer of responsibility for 
long-term rent supplement recipients (in receipt for 18 months or longer) from the 
welfare ministry to the housing ministry. The Social Housing Leasing Initiative aims 
to source housing for those in need through the long-term leasing of units from the 
private sector rather than through traditional buy and build. This new hybrid tenure, 
which incorporates features of both social and private rental, has become a major 
model to deliver new social housing, although the units remain owned by the private 
sector. 
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The quality of private rented housing tends to be lower than that of owner-occupied 
homes, and private rental dwellings are more likely to lack central heating. As of 2006 
nearly 90 percent of private rental dwellings were furnished or partly furnished by 
landlords (Central Statistics Office 2012). Norris (2011) identifies that the private rental 
housing stock in Ireland:

•	 contains	more	apartments	and	bedsits/studios;

•	 contains	fewer	rooms	than	the	rest	of	the	housing	stock;

•	 has	newer	units	than	the	remainder	of	the	housing	stock;

•	 is	less	likely	to	have	central	heating	because	of	the	large	number	
of conversions of dwellings built pre-1919; and

•	 is	unevenly	spatially	distributed,	mostly	located	in	Dublin.

Norris (2011) also notes that migrants are greatly overrepresented in the private rental 
sector, accounting for some 41 percent of all households in this tenure. As is the case 
in many other countries, private-sector tenants are fairly young, single or two-person 
households with below-average incomes. The sector, therefore, appears to play a role 
in providing short-term accommodation during the transition period to adulthood, 
with few long-term renters. The vast majority of private landlords are small investors 
who own one or two properties, and institutional investors are very rare.

The currenT scAle of The secTor And percepTions of regulATion

In 2006, the private rental sector comprised only 9 percent of the residential housing 
stock (2006 census) . Although this figure represents a dramatic fall from 43 percent 
in 1946, the sector has shown some signs of growth again in recent years, after a long 
period of decline. Evidence of growth in the private rental sector can be discerned 
from tenancy registrations with the Private Residential Tenancies Board (PRTB). At 
the end of 2009, in excess of 234,000 tenancies were registered, representing 116,000 
landlords and more than 399,000 tenants (PRTB 2010). This increase in registrations 
has been supported by the Social Housing Leasing Initiative.

The almost total absence of regulation in the past contributed to the decline of the pri-
vate rental sector in the Republic of Ireland. Private tenants regularly experienced dif-
ficulties from rent uncertainty, illegal evictions and deposit retention, and the dwell-
ings themselves were often of low quality and unfit in terms of fire safety and other 
standards (Drudy & Punch 2002). These issues created a negative perception of the 
sector as a housing option and many households were encouraged to avoid or leave the 
sector. The Residential Tenancies Act 2004, however, has significantly increased the 
security of tenure of private tenants. Also, the Housing (Standards for Rented Houses) 
Regulations 2008 are likely to have a positive impact on the housing quality of private 
rental dwellings in the years to come. These new regulations, if enforced, have the 
potential to increase the sector’s appeal and improve its capacity to meet the housing 
needs of a more diverse range of households.

The Republic of Ireland is an exception in Europe in that it has strengthened regula-
tions on rents and tenure security in the private rental sector. Despite the contin-
ued government support for homeownership, the recent policy of using private rental 
housing to accommodate social tenants has changed the role of the sector.
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SPAIN

The size of the private rented sector in Spain has declined from around 21 
percent in 1980 to approximately 8 percent in 2010. The Spanish housing 
market is characterised by a very low share of any type of rental housing and 
a complete lack of tenure neutrality. The rental sector houses people who are 
in economically insecure or transitory situations and who do not have enough 
resources to access ownership. 

Until 1985 a combination of restrictive regulations on rent increases and 
extremely strong security of tenure made it virtually impossible for landlords 
to generate a reasonable return from their rental property or to regain vacant 
possession from the tenant. This discouraged owners/landlords from putting 
their dwellings onto the market.

Since 1985 a number of different regimes have been introduced. As a result 
up to five different types of rental contracts are still in play, depending on the 
date of the initial contract. Each type is subject to a different degree of regu-
lation. Between 1985 and 1994 a more relaxed regulation system, including 
a reduction in the minimum tenancy duration from its pre-1985 levels, was 
introduced. The 1994 Act marked a further significant reduction in regulation 
and most tenancies now fall within that framework. Since 1995, the govern-
ment has relaxed regulation and improved fiscal incentives for landlords to 
increase investment in the PRS and to encourage owners to let their vacant 
properties, but with little success. This may reflect the fact that potential 
landlords do not trust the judicial system to enforce the changed regulations, 
and may lack knowledge about the most recent developments.

The Spanish housing system, including the subsidised sector, remains domi-
nated by owner-occupation. However the current financial crisis is starting to 
change perceptions and opportunities. 

regulATion prior To The 1980s

As a result of the large-scale destruction of the country’s housing stock during the 
Spanish civil war (1936-1939), rental prices rose considerably. In order to support the 
middle classes, new laws were passed to provide security and stability in the rented 
sector by freezing rents and limiting landlords’ rights to regain their properties (Hoek-
stra & Heras Saizarbitoria 2007). Policy measures were put in place to support the con-
struction of low-quality public rental housing to meet the growing housing demand in 
the cities. These did not last long and had a relatively limited impact, as much of the 
public rented stock was soon sold off into owner occupation. 

In 1946, the Urban Rent Act established a strict regulation over tenancy contracts, 
replacing the more liberal Civil Code that had applied until then. It introduced an 
indefinite term as compulsory for tenancy contracts, regulated rents, and made it pos-
sible for relatives to inherit tenancies. It also enabled a fixed one-off rent increase for 
tenancies that had been signed before the end of the Civil War (to compensate for 
the rent freezes introduced once the war had ended) and froze the rents for all new 
contracts. The 1955 amendment of the Rent Act allowed for rents to be set freely for 
contracts signed after 12 May 1956 and permitted landlords to include a rent revision 
clause in new contracts. Rent increases during a tenancy, however, remained capped 
and controlled by the government.
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In 1964 a new Urban Rent Act was introduced. Its main purpose was to clarify existing 
regulation and formalise recent amendments. It did not change the 1946 regulation 
governing the terms of the contract but relaxed the strict government control over 
rent increases by tying them to the cost-of-living index after the first five years of a 
tenancy. This change, however, applied only to new contracts, and pre-1964 contract 
remained regulated by previous legislation. Compulsory renewals remained for all 
contracts.

subsidised home ownership

Because of the importance of construction industry for the general economy, resi-
dential construction has been heavily subsidised during economic downturns. Brick-
and-mortar subsidies have been frequently made available to developers, especially 
at times when the construction industry has needed stimulus. In 1950-1980, approxi-
mately 30 percent of new residential units were directly or indirectly subsidised by the 
state (Penã & Ruiz-Castillo 1984).10 

During the 1960s and 1970s, policies were developed to subsidise homeownership 
among low- and middle-income households under the Officially Protected Housing 
schemes (Viviendas de Protección Oficial) known as VPOs. Under the VPO scheme, below-
market interest rates were available for the construction as well as the purchase of 
subsidised housing. As a result, rented housing for low-income families constitutes 
less than two percent of the overall stock, while subsidised owner-occupied housing is 
estimated to account for approximately 12 percent (although it is difficult to estimate 
a stock figure for VPO housing in a particular year as VPO is a flow and over time the 
subsidised loans are repaid).

Since the 1960s, state-subsidised housing has been provided almost exclusively 
through the owner-occupied sector. Because of the high income threshold, some 90 
percent of Spanish households are eligible to apply for such housing. This subsidised 
owner-occupied housing retains the status of social housing only for a given number 
of years. During this period the dwelling is subject to sale restrictions, and cannot be 
sold at a market price. The length of time these restrictions are in place varies between 
autonomous regions. In most instances, however, the units eventually move into the 
open market, making it possible for their owners to profit from the sale. Recent revi-
sions to Spanish housing policy suggest that this model might change in the future. 
In some Spanish regions, subsidised owner-occupancy housing is now considered as 
a separate and permanent tenure category rather than a temporary subsidy arrange-
ment (Hoekstra & Heras Saizarbitoria 2007). 

In spite of the long history of subsidies, lower-income households experience great 
difficulties in accessing suitable housing. This is largely the result of a combination 
of rising house prices and a small rental sector that together make owner occupation 
virtually the only housing option. Policy governing the supply of land has been blamed 
for not doing enough to promote the subsidised housing programmes (Barrios Garcia 
& Rodriguez Hernandez 2004). 

10 according to Penã and ruiz-castillo (1984), the exact number of subsidised units, and the share of these subsidised by different types of 

subsidies, is not known because of the numerous and complex changes that took place in 1950-1980.
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chAnges To The sysTem 1980 To The presenT dAy

In the 1980s, two different regulatory regimes were in place. Depending on the start 
date of a tenancy agreement, PRS contracts were regulated either by the 1946 Urban 
Rent Act (1946-1965 tenancies) or the 1964 Urban Rent Act (post-1965 tenancies). For 
both categories, initial rents were set administratively at the start of the tenancy. For 
the post-1964 contracts, rent increases were tied to the cost-of-living index, while 
rents for contracts signed before 1964 remained frozen, as stipulated by the 1946 Act. 
Tenure security was very high for both types of tenancies: contracts were indefinitely 
renewable. Evicting a tenant who did not want to leave was virtually impossible as 
long as they met their payments. Tenancies could also be inherited with unchanged 
conditions by family members or close relatives of the tenant. 

Policy towards the construction industry, general government housing policy and the 
regulation of the private rented sector are closely intertwined, and greatly influenced 
by the general economic climate. The thirty-year period 1980-2010 can be roughly 
divided into five segments. 

1980-1984 
This first period was characterised by economic stagnation and decline. As private-
sector construction rates fell or remained low, construction of subsidised housing 
increased in an attempt to support the struggling building industry. In 1978-1986 some 
50 percent of new housing was subsidised, as the VPO scheme was used to support the 
construction sector.

For the owner-occupied sector, this period marked the beginning of mortgage market 
liberalisation. In 1981, the Spanish Mortgage Market Act authorised commercial banks 
to grant mortgage loans and to issue bonds, while also enabling the development of 
credit institutions specialising in mortgages. This measure worked to facilitate home-
ownership by easing access to housing finance. As a result, the homeownership rate 
continued to grow while the share of rental housing declined further. 

1985-1991 
During this period of economic growth and the associated increase in housing demand 
the construction of subsidised housing fell, as free-market housing became more 
lucrative for developers. At the same time, Spain’s 17 autonomous communities (ACs), 
established by the 1978 post-Franco constitution, were granted more freedom over 
decisions regarding subsidies to housing in their regions. 

In the private rented sector, the 1985 Boyer Decree eliminated the compulsory exten-
sion of new tenancy contracts, making it possible to have fixed-term contracts with-
out the automatic right to renewal. Rent increases remained tied to the cost-of-living 
index. All contracts signed before 1985, however, continue to be regulated by the 1964 
Urban Rent Act. 
 
1992-1996
The 1990s marked the beginning of a housing boom, with starts and completions 
increasing first in line with the demand, and later exceeding demand. As a result of 
Spain’s membership of the European Union in 1986, the 1990s saw an increase in immi-
gration and foreign investment in housing. Declining mortgage interest rates and the 
liberalisation of financial markets eased access to housing finance, increasing demand 
for owner-occupied housing. 

The 1992-1995 Housing Programme objectives included the stimulation of residential 
construction and the private rented market. Under this programme, incentives were 
introduced to encourage institutional and individual investment in the PRS. In 1992, 
Institutions for Collective Housing Investment (similar to REITs) were created, and giv-
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en tax privileges if investing solely in housing. At the same time, corporate tax reduc-
tions of 85-90 percent were made available to companies whose principal activity was 
housing rental. In 1990-1996, an average of 240,000 dwellings were started annually. 

In an attempt to encourage owners to let out vacant dwellings, the 1994 Law of Urban 
Leasing (Ley de Arrendamientos Urbanos) reduced the tenant’s right to an automatic 
lease extension for pre-1985 rentals to five years, enabled landlords to gradually raise 
pre-1964 rents and to eventually recover their property, and imposed a 30-day notice 
period for tenants if they wished to dissolve the contract. Although the new law main-
tained the system of linking annual rents increases to the cost of living in the first five 
years of a contract, it granted landlords more freedom over the drafting of subsequent 
contracts after the initial five-year period. 

In the subsidised housing sector, a new type of subsidised housing (Vivienda de Precio-
Tasado or housing under controlled prices), known as VPT, was introduced. This was 
priced considerably higher than VPO housing but was not subject to the 30-year lock-in 
period that applied before VPO housing could be sold on the open market. Instead, the 
rules required all subsidies to be repaid for any VPT housing that was sold within the 
first five years. Also at the beginning of the 1990s, all pre-1978 subsidised housing units 
were retroactively deregulated, even where the qualification period had not expired. 
 
Growth in the owner-occupied sector was induced by relaxed mortgage regulations 
and changes in tax regulations, which worked to further reduce the relative cost of 
homeownership. In 1992, the securitisation of mortgage loans reduced the risk of bor-
rowing considerably. 

1997-2007 
The 1998-2001 Housing Plan followed in the footsteps of the previous programme with 
its key objective of stimulating homeownership as well as rental housing supply. The 
policy, together with favourable economic conditions, led to very high construction 
rates and increases in homeownership and mortgage lending. 

During this period, the government passed several measures to incentivise invest-
ment in the PRS and revitalise the sector. The 1998 Personal Income Tax Reform made 
landlords’ mortgage interest deductible from rental income, and allowed cost deduc-
tions against rental income. 

Policies to enable low-income households to access rented housing were also devised 
in 2005, with the establishment of Publicly Held Rental Companies (Sociedades Públicas 
de Alquiler, or SAPs). The purpose of the SAPs was to act as intermediaries between ten-
ants and landlords, managing the tenancies and minimising the potential difficulties 
for both parties. In its first four years of operation the SAPs created less than 10,000 
rental contracts, and accumulated losses of several million euros (Orti Vallejo 2009). As 
a result, the government finally introduced some fiscal measures to revive the rental 
market in 2006. These included further adjustments to the benefits made available 
under the 1998 Personal Income Tax Reform, a 3 percent depreciation allowance, and 
tax exemptions up to 100 percent for landlords who rented units that served as princi-
pal residences. Tax deductions of 85-90 percent on rental income were made available 
to corporate landlords whose principal activity was residential lettings. 

Other measures included redecoration subsidies of up to €6,000 for owners who would 
let a vacant dwelling of under 120m² at below-market rent for at least five years. On the 
demand side, a rent payment deduction from taxable income which had been abol-
ished in 1998 was again made available to low-income tenants.
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Addressing the ongoing concern over landlords’ limited control over their let proper-
ties, in 2006 the Spanish Law of Civil Procedure (Ley de Enjuiciamiento Civil) made it pos-
sible for landlords to evict a tenant for non-payment of rent. The impact of this amend-
ment, however, has been limited as it also granted the tenants the right to remain 
in the property for four months, even after legal action. In 2003, an amendment to 
eviction procedures made speedier eviction possible to landlords who were willing to 
reduce the amount owed. 

In spite of all these changes, vacancies have remained high and the share of the rental 
market has not increased. Although the reluctance of owners to let their vacant prop-
erties has undoubtedly been a major factor affecting supply, changes that have worked 
to further increase the relative attractiveness of homeownership are likely to have also 
played a part. The abolition of taxation on imputed rent on main residences in 1998  
together with the generous tax breaks for mortgage interest payments, capital repay-
ments and housing saving schemes already in place helped fuel mortgage growth. As 
a result of relaxed mortgage regulations, loan terms became longer and loan-to-value 
ratios increased. Altogether, the subsidies effectively allowed homebuyers to increase 
their total borrowings by 15 to 20 percent. The share of rental housing declined as 
owner-occupation became increasingly accessible. 

In 2003-2004 the number of new housing starts rose to more than 650,000, exceeded 
700,000 in 2005 and finally peaked at 760,179 in 2006. A key factor behind this growth 
in demand was foreign investment, predominantly from EU nationals. In spite of the 
high level of construction activity, Spain experienced an enormous house price boom 
in 1996-2007. During this time, average house prices rose by 197 percent (117 percent 
in real terms), with the highest price increases to be found in Madrid, Barcelona and 
the Mediterranean coast. In 1996-2007, the price of coastal properties surged by 250 
percent (155 percent in real terms) on average, largely as a result of the great increase 
in demand from non-Spanish EU nationals. 

The increase in house prices, house-price-to-income ratios and rents resulted in wors-
ened affordability (Pareja-Eastaway & Sãnchez-Martinez 2010). In an attempt to keep 
subsidised housing affordable, the 2005-2008 Housing and Land Plan increased the 
lock-in period for VPO sales back to 30 years. At the same time, the autonomous com-
munities were given the freedom to determine the lock-in periods for both VPO and 
VPT housing. Some ACs opted for permanent or near-permanent lock-in periods, while 
others reduced them. 

currenT housing policy of The sTATe And 
The AuTonomous communiTies

Nationally the general housing policy target has been to stimulate homeownership 
and the construction industry (Pareja-Eastaway & Sãnchez-Martinez 2010). Since the 
1950s, housing policy has had a significant impact on residential construction and 
tenure distribution. Since the democratisation of Spain in 1978, housing policies have 
focussed mainly on promoting home-ownership via both supply- and demand-side 
subsidies. Mortgage interest, property taxes, and a certain percentage of the house 
value have been deductible at very generous rates (13.5 to 16.5 percent), depending on 
the value of the house and household composition. Reduced capital gains tax and tax 
exemptions are also available to owner-occupiers.

The autonomous communities can modify and complement the state’s housing poli-
cies with the help of their own resources. They are also responsible for regional hous-
ing and land use regulations, subsidised owner-occupied and rental housing stock, and 
subsidies to housing investments (Hoekstra & Heras Saizarbitoria 2007). Since 2002 
they have had the right to amend, up to a 50 percent limit, the rate at which housing 
investments can be deducted from taxable income for purposes of their own taxation.
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currenT chArAcTerisTics of The privATe renTed secTor 

The rental sector is largely the domain of people who are in economically insecure or 
transitory situations, such as young people who have recently left home and cannot 
afford ownership, recently divorced people, and immigrants with precarious employ-
ment (Hoekstra & Heras Saizarbitoria 2007). 

In general, housing quality in Spain is acceptable. Some legal standards are in place to 
guarantee minimum conditions for housing construction in terms of materials, facili-
ties, urban density, health and safety. The Spanish housing stock is younger than the 
European on average, because of the delay in the country’s economic expansion. The 
percentage of housing in bad or dilapidated condition is relatively small and the high-
est percentages of deterioration can be observed in vacant and second homes in small 
and rural localities. There is, however, some evidence to suggest a demand for housing 
renewal (Pareja & San Martin 2003).

The large majority of Spanish rental dwellings are owned by individual private land-
lords (Hoekstra & HerasSaizarbitoria 2007). The rental stock is, on average, older, and 
has higher levels of deterioration than owner-occupied housing. Much of the rented 
housing stock is located in the old city centres (Pareja & San Martin 2003). 

The chronic lack of an affordable housing stock in the rental sector makes new house-
hold formation by young adults difficult. Most continue to live with their parents after 
becoming economically active, often for extended periods of time, in order to acquire 
the financial resources they need to access homeownership. In spite of the expansion 
of the mortgage market from the mid-1990s on, most privately owned dwellings are 
fully paid for and only a minority of home-owners have outstanding mortgage debts 
(Pareja & San Martin 2003).

Rents in the free-market sector are significantly higher than in the subsidised sec-
tor. The social rented sector is, however, extremely small, accounting for approxi-
mately 2 percent of total stock and 20 percent of the stock in 1990, which is the last 
year for which data are available (EU Housing Statistics 2010). Rents for private rented 
properties vary considerably between pre-1964 and post-1964 contracts (Eastaway & 
Sãnchez-Martinez 2010).

TAxATion of invesTmenT in The privATe renTed secTor 

Landlords in Spain must pay local property tax (Impuesto sobre Bienes Inmuebles), local 
drainage and refuse collection tax, and tax on rental income. Non-resident landlords 
are subject to some additional taxes, and must also pay tax if their property is left 
vacant. The rules on the taxation of rental income have changed over time. The most 
recent change made rental income taxable as investment income.

Tax can be deducted directly from the rent paid by the tenant. Whether or not the 
tax on rental income is paid by the tenant, tenants who file tax returns in Spain are 
required to provide the landlord’s name and tax identification number to help the 
authorities identify landlords’ undeclared income. Maintenance expenses can be 
deducted from income, as can mortgage interest. 

Investment in the private rented sector has traditionally not been subsidised. The first 
positive changes to landlords’ unfavourable tax position were made as late as January 
1999. From January 2003, individual landlords have been entitled to a 50 percent tax 
reduction if the property is used as a main residence of the tenant and since January 
2007 tax reductions of up to 100 percent if their tenant is aged 18-35 years of age and 
has a low income. Companies whose main activity is residential lettings have been 
entitled to 85-90 percent tax reductions since 2006. 
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renTs, renT regulATion And securiTy of Tenure

The Spanish private rented sector can be divided into two main categories: dwellings 
with contracts signed before the 1964 Rent Act came into force, and those with con-
tracts signed after it. In reality, however, up to five different types of regulation can 
exist, depending on the date of the initial contract. 

The Urban Rent Act of 1994 has worked to reduce the differences between the con-
tracts. The 1985 Boyer Decree changed the regulation of the rented sector rather radi-
cally by eliminating the compulsory extension of tenancy contracts. It also made it 
possible for landlords to sign fixed-term contracts without automatic right of renew-
al. Rent increases remained tied to the cost of living, and the liberalising measures 
applied only to post-1964 contracts. 

The 1994 Law of Urban Leasing (Ley de Arrendamientos Urbanos) was implemented to 
counter the negative effects of total liberalisation and reduce the complications cre-
ated by the coexistence of several differently controlled types of tenancy by restoring 
a balance between tenants’ and landlords’ interests. It ended the tenant’s right to auto-
matic lease extension under the old 1964 law for pre-1985 leases, and allowed land-
lords to gradually raise the pre-1964 rents and eventually to recover their property, 
although there remains some doubt as to whether or not this will happen in practice.
 
Taking a step back towards a higher level of regulation, the 1994 law imposed a five-
year contract (or compulsory renewal of the contract for a period of five years) as 
standard for all new lets, with a 30-day notice period for tenants to dissolve the con-
tract. It maintained the link between rent increases and CPI for the first five years of 
a contract. For leases lasting longer than five years, the parties are free to negotiate 
the conditions for rent increases after year five. If they cannot agree, the CPI governs 
rent increases during the whole term of the lease. Holiday rentals remain excluded 
from the general rent law and different types of contracts are used for short-term and 
holiday lets. 

Tenancies established before the 1985 Boyer Decree are characterized by very low 
rents, especially for contracts that commenced before 1964. They are mainly held by 
retired elderly people with relatively low incomes, although in some instances heirs 
have benefited by inheriting tenancies with favourable terms and conditions (includ-
ing frozen rents) under the 1964 Act.

The second category of tenancy contracts are those signed in 1985-1994 and still in 
effect in spite of the absence of compulsory renewal. The third category includes 
all tenancies under the 1994 Act. The last two categories are, under the 1985 Boyer 
Degree, subject to regulation over rent increases, but not regulation over initial rents. 
As demonstrated by Pareja-Eastaway and Sãnchez-Martinez (2010), the rent differenc-
es between contracts established in the three distinct periods, under three different 
regulatory regimes, are noticeable. 

Following the 1994 Law of Urban Leasing, new rental contracts can take the form of 
either a standard Vivienda (home) contract or a less common, short-term Arriendo de 
Temporada (seasonal rental) contract used for holiday lets. A Vivienda contract is renew-
able for up to five years and is seen as a ‘residence’ contract, whereby a person or 
a household rents a property to use as their permanent residence for the foreseea-
ble future. Vivienda contracts are much more protected and have more stability than 
short-term Arriendo de Temporada contracts. The Vivienda contracts are normally writ-
ten for one year, although the tenant has an automatic right to extend the contract for 
up to five. Rent can be revised upward each year by inflation. After five years, the rent 
and contract conditions can be amended provided both parties agree. If the landlord 
does not wish to renew the contract after the five years, the tenant must be officially 
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notified well before the contract ends. If notice is not given, the contract is automati-
cally regarded as renewed for a further two years.

An Arriendo de Temporada contract normally does not exceed one year. It is meant to 
cover situations where the tenant does not intend to stay permanently and therefore 
does not confer full rights. Unlike Vivienda contracts, an Arriendo de Temporada contract 
is not automatically extended after the first year unless both the owner and the ten-
ant wish to do so. The tenant has no legal rights to an extension of the contract. The 
contract will show the amount of rent payable, manner and date of payment, depos-
it details and the time period. The contract states clearly that it is not a permanent 
residence. All contracts must be registered with the Spanish housing department, 
although a failure to do so does not make the document any less legally binding. 

Security of tenure is high for the first five years of a tenancy, during which time land-
lord is obliged to renew the contract. The contract can be terminated during this time 
at the tenant’s wish. Landlord can acquire a court order to evict a tenant under certain 
conditions, which include 

•	 non-payment	of	rent	(but	rent	arrears	need	to	be	in	excess	of	six	
months before action can be taken),

•	 damage	to	the	property,

•	 immoral	or	illegal	use	of	the	property,

•	 subletting	the	property	without	prior	permission,	or

•	 use	of	the	property	for	fraudulent	activities.

In spite of the recent regulatory changes, eviction is generally regarded as a lengthy 
process that takes months to complete. 

Tenants renting a property on a standard Vivienda contract are entitled to first refusal 
if the landlord wishes to sell the property. The landlord must notify the tenant in writ-
ing detailing the price and conditions of the sale, and must give them a reasonable 
period of time to reply. If the tenant does not reply or refuses then the owner is free to 
sell. A purchaser who buys a property that is occupied by a tenant on a Vivienda con-
tract cannot amend or terminate the contract and must allow the tenant to stay in the 
property until the contract expires. 

With temporary contracts the right of pre-emption does not apply, although it is con-
sidered good manners for the landlord to inform the tenant immediately if they wish 
to sell the property, possibly offering first refusal as a goodwill gesture. In any case, 
the tenant has the right to stay in the property until the end date stated on the con-
tract. If the property is sold before this date the new owner must honour the existing 
temporary contract. 

The 2008 reform of the Tenancy Law (Ley de Arrendamientos Urbanos) relaxed the com-
pulsory term in an attempt to enable quicker possession by landlords in the event of 
non-payment of rent. This reform was included in the 2009 law (Ley 19/2009 de Medidas 
de Fomento y Agilización Procesal del Alquiler), which made it possible for landlords to 
terminate tenancies if they need the property for their own use (or for an immediate 
family member) as their primary residence.
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The Tenancy Law applies in the same form to all part of the country, but autono-
mous communities have the power to allow specific tax deductions for renters, owner-
occupiers and landlords. These deductions are rarely general in nature and often only 
applicable to certain population groups (such as young or disabled people) or certain 
types of areas (such as small cities affected by population decline). 

oTher fAcTors AffecTing The size of The secTor

The massive housing boom ended abruptly in 2008, as the global crisis hit and credit 
dried up. At the same time, financial crisis in other parts of Europe reduced sales 
to foreign buyers. Developers were left with blocks of unsold properties and massive 
debts. In 2008 new housing starts dropped to 328,600, and in 2009 the figure was down 
to 159,300 units. The high number of starts in the previous years, however, meant that 
the number of completions exceeded demand even after house prices began to fall 
in 2008. Despite the massive oversupply, dwelling completions exceeded 630,000 in 
2008, as most units had been started before the crisis. In 2009, dwelling completions 
dropped to 424,000 (Global Property Guide 2011). 

By the end of 2010, house prices had fallen by some 17 percent from the 2007 peak. 
Although the house price boom had ended, restricted access to credit caused a fall 
in demand. In the absence of viable alternatives to owner-occupied housing, reduced 
access to housing finance worked to worsen the already-apparent housing short-
ages. In the rental sector, unmet demand enabled landlords to raise rents for new and 
renewed contracts (Pareja-Eastaway & Sãnchez-Martinez 2010). 

Recent housing market developments have resulted in a rapid increase in the number 
of bad loans and repossessions, and Spanish banks are now believed to be the larg-
est property owners in the country. As a result of the combination of financial crisis, 
tightened mortgage regulations, rising unemployment and years of oversupply, the 
Ministry of Housing estimated that the number of unsold, vacant, properties in Spain 
reached 1 million, or 20 percent of the total housing stock, in 2009.11 If this figure is 
accurate the proportion of vacant properties exceeds the share of private rented prop-
erties. It is estimated that it will take at least six years for the housing market to reach 
balance again (Global Property Guide 2011). At the same time, rising unemployment 
and tightened mortgage regulations have made access to owner-occupied housing 
increasingly difficult for low-income households and young people, and the demand 
for affordable rented housing has increased. Considering the very limited supply of 
rented dwellings in the market and associated difficulties faced by low-income house-
holds in accessing housing at the moment, it has been suggested that the vacant stock 
could be put to good use in the rental housing market (Orti Vallejo 2009). 

Following the abrupt end of the housing boom, the stimulation of rental housing sup-
ply and utilisation of the vacant dwelling stock became increasingly important hous-
ing policy objectives. Several measures were taken to incentivise and encourage own-
ers and developers to let vacant dwellings to reduce housing shortages. Building on 
previous legislative changes, further attempts were made to reduce landlords’ fears 
about inability to regain control over their properties. In 2009 a law was passed allow-
ing landlords to terminate tenancies prematurely if they need the property for their 
own use as their primary residence before the end of the five-year term. The same 
law reformed the eviction procedure to enable landlords to acquire possession of their 
properties faster (within one month) in the event of default via ‘express eviction’. In 
2011, further amendments were made to the taxation of rental income. On the demand 
side, housing allowances were made available to tenants under the age of 35 and earn-
ing less than €24,020 per annum from 2009 on.

11 the share of vacant dwellings of the total housing stock was estimated to be over 20 percent as early as 2004 (housing statistics in the 

european union 2010).
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Some attempts were also made to provide more subsidised housing to low-income 
households, although still through the owner-occupied rather than the rental sector. 
The 2009-2012 Housing Plan included a government policy to purchase land for the 
construction of up to 1.5 million mainly small (30m² and up) VPO units in the period 
2009-2019. Plans were also made to establish a public register to facilitate the enforce-
ment of income criteria in the housing allocation process to avoid fraud. 

Despite the growing realisation that a more robust rental sector is needed, little has 
been done to reduce the tax benefits available to home owners, apart from a small 
increase in capital gains tax for owner-occupiers in 2010.12 Instead of reducing the tax 
benefits available to owner-occupiers, the government continues to pursue policies 
supporting this tenure. 

Most recently, in January 2011 the fiscal deduction for home buyers was finally almost 
eliminated. The full deduction of up to €9,040 was maintained only for those with tax-
able incomes below €17,000 per year. For people earning between €17,000 and €24,107 it 
was a little lower; and completely eliminated for those earning above €24,107. In 2012, 
however, the new conservative government announced the re-instalment of the pre-
2011 tax advantage with retrospective effects for those who bought during 2011. 

A reduced value-added tax of 6 percent on new houses was introduced in 1986 which 
was increased to 7 percent in 1995 and to 8 percent in July 2010. In 1995 a new super-
reduced VAT of 4 percent was also introduced for VPO. In September 2011 and for four 
months until the end of 2011 the reduced 4 percent VAT was extended to all new hous-
es and not only to VPO. Since January 2012, the new government has prolonged this 4 
percent reduced VAT for all new houses. A similar transfer tax of 6-8 percent, differing 
between the autonomous communities, applies to the purchase of an existing house.

The currenT scAle of The secTor 

The most characteristic features of the Spanish housing market are the very low share 
of rented housing, the virtual absence of subsidised rented housing and the complete 
lack of tenure neutrality. The Spanish housing market can be divided into two seg-
ments: owner occupied and rented. The owner-occupied sector is made up of subsi-
dised and market housing, although this distinction is rarely made in housing statis-
tics. The rented sector, comprising approximately 10 percent of the overall housing 
stock, can be divided into private rented (approximately 80 percent of rented housing 
or eight percent of the total stock) and social rented stock (approximately 20 percent of 
the rented, or two percent of the total stock), although this distinction is again rarely 
made in housing statistics. The share of rented housing has decreased rapidly over the 
past 50 years and today rented housing comprises a small proportion of the overall 
housing stock, while owner-occupied housing dominates the market.

The housing system has, for a long time, functioned to promote owner-occupation via 
measures that enhance access to the sector and favour home owners. Unlike most 
other European countries, subsidised housing is provided mainly via the owner-occu-
pied sector, and therefore homeownership is the prevailing tenure among all income 
groups. A more detailed breakdown of the occupied housing stock by tenure is shown 
in Table 1. 

12  in 2010 capital gains tax rates increased from a flat rate of 18 percent to 19 percent on the first €6,000 and 21 percent for the rest. the rate 

falls as the holding period increases, and exemptions apply if the gain is to be used to purchase a dwelling as a permanent residence.
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table 1: estiMated tenure breakdown and change oVer tiMe 

priVate rented social rented owner-occupied other

% of the housing stock

1950 51 3 46 0

1960 43 2 51 4

1970 30 2 64 4

1981 21 2 73 6

1991 13 2 78 7

2000                               10* 84 6

2008                               13* 85 2

*rented total (no distinction between private and social rented available)  

source: 1950-1980 Pareja-eastaway and varo (2002); 1991-2008 housing statistics in the european union (2010). exact figures on tenure 

distribution are not readily available. the data displayed in this table are estimates 

The number of dwellings per household is high, largely because of an extensive sec-
ondary home market: approximately one-third of the stock is not being used as a pri-
mary residence, and approximately a fifth of the stock is vacant (Esteban & Altuzarra 
2008). Household wealth is held largely in the form of property, including primary 
homes, vacant and second homes, together with commercial property (Esteban & 
Altuzarra 2008).

The supply of rental dwellings, however, is very limited. The stock is mainly owned by 
individual landlords, and there is a lack of qualified and professional suppliers (Pareja 
& San Martin 2002). Spain experienced an enormous house-price boom in 1996-2007, 
followed by worsened economic conditions and tightening of mortgage regulations. As 
a result, access to housing has become increasingly difficult. The shortage of afford-
able rental housing, as well as rental housing more generally, is making it increasingly 
difficult for low-income families and young households to meet their housing needs 
(Pareja & San Martin 2003).

oTher reAsons for The decline of The secTor

The recent price hikes, combined with a scarcity of rental dwellings, have worsened 
the housing situation. Although the dwelling stock far outnumbers households (in 
2001 there were as estimated 14.54 million households and 21.06 million dwelling 
units), Spain has one of the highest housing deficits for those demographic groups, 
including young people, low-income families and immigrants, who tend to be overrep-
resented in the rented sectors in other European countries (Leal Maldonado 2005, cited 
in Pareja-Eastaway & Sãnchez-Martinez 2010). The complex measures that have been 
in place for a long time to support homeownership have been identified as a hindrance 
to successful stimulation of the rental sector (e.g. Garcia Montalvo 2007, cited in Pareja-
Eastaway & Sãnchez-Martinez 2010). These recent developments have resulted in a 
debate about the need for larger rental sector and increased provision of subsidised 
housing via the rental rather than the owner-occupied sector (Pareja & San Martin 
2003; Hoekstra & Heras Saizarbitoria 2007; Pareja-Eastaway & Sãnchez-Martinez 2010).
 
Despite the obvious demand for more rental housing, supply has not picked up. The 
path-dependent nature of housing markets, a long history of stringent pro-tenant reg-
ulation and a strong cultural bias towards homeownership reflected in the differential 
taxation of tenures go a long way towards explaining the current tenure distribution. 
In recent decades, however several changes have been made to income taxation and 
regulation to incentivise investment in the PRS and to encourage owners to let their 
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vacant properties. Yet these measures have had a fairly small impact, being largely 
unable to increase the share of the tenure in spite of the growth in demand. 

One obvious reason for the limited effect is the short time that has elapsed since the 
most radical amendments to taxation and regulation. Another explanation, however, 
may be the limited extent to which the changes in regulation can be implemented and 
enforced in practice – and the limited faith that owners of vacant units have in these 
changes. 

The 1994 Law of Urban Leasing (Ley de Arrendamientos Urbanos), as already mentioned, 
enabled landlords to gradually raise the pre-1964 rents and to eventually recover their 
property. Progress has however been slow, and there is little evidence that significant 
numbers of properties have indeed been recovered. The process has been complicated 
not only by tenants’ refusal to leave their homes, but also by the cumbersome nature 
of the procedures, with different rules applying to different types of situations: ten-
ants with their own and first contracts, those who inherited tenancies from the origi-
nal tenants, and those who inherited tenancies that were themselves inherited.

Moreover, landlords have had the right to repossess the rented property for their own 
use (or the use of an immediate family member) within the first five years of the ten-
ancy only since 2009. Although this should in theory incentivise owners to let their 
vacant dwelling in the PRS, the costs associated with premature termination of a 
contract are notable.13 Similar problems apply to the enforcement of the law enabling 
express evictions: while the legislative change theoretically enables a quick and low-
cost eviction in the event of non-payment of rent, the slow functioning of the legal 
system and strong social objections to the eviction of low-income households generate 
significant barriers to the practical exercise of these legal rights. Legislative changes 
and fiscal benefits must be accompanied with sufficient enforcement mechanisms 
before letting out a vacant dwelling becomes widely regarded as lucrative activity. 

how regulATion is perceived

The Spanish private rented market is generally regarded as narrow and inaccessi-
ble, characterised by the coexistence of a variety of differently regulated contracts 
depending on when they were signed. Until 1994, extremely high security of tenure 
has made it very difficult for landlords to reclaim their property, even if they would 
have needed it for their own use. Extremely high security of tenure continues to limit 
landlords’ ability to reclaim control over properties that were let before 1994. 

The high level of rent control combined with strong security of tenure is generally seen 
as responsible for the poor quality and lack of maintenance of the private rented sec-
tor in Spain. High regulation is blamed for the high void level in the country, as prop-
erty owners would rather keep their dwellings empty while waiting for a buyer than 
rent them privately. An inefficient judicial system and the cumbersome regulatory 
framework, including landlords’ limited ability to acquire possession of their property, 
further discourage landlords from letting their vacant properties. In the early 2000s, 
approximately 14 percent of the stock was vacant, while the total proportion of rented 
housing in the overall stock was significantly lower at about 11 percent. 

It has been argued that the rental regulations need to be changed to stimulate an 
increase in the supply of rented housing in the medium and long term. A larger rental 
stock could benefit the Spanish economy by facilitating residential mobility and thus 
helping to reduce unemployment. An increased supply of rented housing would also 
reduce the housing shortages among migrants and young adults and households with
limited resources, and help young people to become independent at an earlier age. 

13 the owner must pay the former tenant two years’ rent if the tenant leaves within six months, one year’s rent if they leave within a year, etc.
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Housing policy measures that favour renting rather than owning, it has been argued, 
would require less public funding and generate more beneficial outcomes (Pareja & 
San Martin 2003). 

references

andrews, D, Sánchez, A C and Johansson, Å (2011) Housing Markets and Structural Poli-
cies in OECD Countries OECD Economics Department Working Paper No. 836 Paris: OECD 
Publishing

Barrios Garcia, J and Rodriguez Hernandez, J (2004) ‘User cost changes, unemployment 
and home-ownership: evidence from Spain’ Urban Studies 41(3), 563 – 578

Conefrey, T and FitzGerald, J (2010) ‘Managing housing bubbles in regional economies 
under EMU: Ireland and Spain’ National Institute Economic Review 211(91), 26 – 42

dol, K and Haffner, M (eds) (2010) Housing Statistics in the European Union 2010, The 
Hague: Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations

European Central Bank (2009) Housing Finance in the Euro Area, European Central Bank 
Occasional paper Series No. 101, March 2009

Esteban, M and Altuzarra, A (2008) ‘A model of the Spanish housing market’, Journal of 
Post Keynesian Economics 30(3), 353 – 373

global Property guide (2010) ‘Spain’ http://www.globalpropertyguide.com/Europe/
Spain

hoekstra, J and Heras Saizarbitoria, I (2007) ‘Recent changes in Spanish housing poli-
cies: subsidized owner-occupancy dwellings as a new tenure sector?’ presentation to 
ENHR 2007 conference, Rotterdam

mora Sanguinetti, J (2009) The Effect of Institutions on European Housing Markets: An Eco-
nomic Analysis, PhD thesis, Universidad Carlos III de Madrid (available online)

matsaganis, M (2011) ‘Estimating the distributional effects of mortgage interest tax 
relief in Europe’ DEOS Working Paper No. 1105, Athens University of Economics and 
Business

Pareja Eastaway, M and San Martin Varo, I (2002) ‘The tenure imbalance in Spain: the 
need for social housing policy’ Urban Studies 39(2), 283 – 295. 

Pareja, M and San Martin, I (2003) The Importance of Housing Systems in Safeguarding Social 
Cohesion in Europe: National Report Spain European Union Fifth Framework Project SOCO-
HO (available online) 

Peña, D and Ruiz-Castillo, J (1984) ‘Distributional Aspects of Public rental housing and 
rent control policies in Spain’ Journal of Urban Economics 15, 350 – 370

tenant Check Wordwide (2007) Landlord and Tenant Laws in Spain http://www.tenant-
check-worldwide.com/spain/spain_landlord_tenant_law.asp

Van gent, W (2008) ‘Housing Policy as a lever for change? The politics of housing, ten-
ure and welfare state reform’, ENHR working group conference Building on Home Owner-
ship: Housing Policies and Social Strategies, Delft, November 2008 

III

178



Voigtlander, M (2009) ‘Why is the German homeownership rate so low? Housing Studies 
24(3), 355 – 372

Wolswijk, G (2010) ‘Fiscal aspects of housing in Europe’ in Arestis, P,Mooslechner, P 
and Wagner, K (eds.) Housing Market Challenges in Europe and the United States, Palgrave 
Macmillan

country chaPters – sPain

179



SWEDEN

The private rented sector in Sweden is estimated to have grown slightly from 
21 percent of the stock in 1980 to 23 percent in 2010 (although there are 
concerns about definitions and the quality of the data).  This increase reflects 
the conversion of municipal rented homes into co-operatives as much as any 
notable increase in investment in private rented properties.

Sweden is known for its strong pro-tenant rent regulation. Municipal hous-
ing companies have traditionally played an important role in the country’s 
housing policy and in the regulation of the private rented sector. Since 1878, 
the principle of ‘fair rents’ and increases set via a system of collective bar-
gaining between municipal housing companies and their tenants has applied 
to all tenancies, both private and municipal. Rents in the PRS are allowed to 
be approximately 5 percent higher than those paid for comparable municipal 
rented units. It was not until 2011 that PRS landlords were granted equal sta-
tus with the municipal housing companies in these negotiations. Because the 
negotiations are carried out at municipal level there are variations between 
municipalities. 

Security of tenure is very high, and tenants have an automatic right to renew 
their tenancies unless the landlord has a compelling reason to refuse. The 
combination of rent controls and high taxation keeps income from rent fairly 
low, but profits from private renting are possible because of the sector’s low 
operating costs and low risk, and because private landlords have the prospect 
of considerable capital gains when they sell. The most recent changes in rent 
negotiation procedures may eventually lead to higher rents, increasing the 
attractiveness of the PRS for investors. 

Over the last few years there has been a growth in the rate of conversion of 
apartments into condominiums and there is some understanding that as a 
result the size of the private rented sector is now declining. 

Rent regulation in Sweden is often regarded as excessive, and has been accused 
of forming a barrier to competitiveness and investment in the PRS, conflicting 
with EU legislation, and resulting in black- and grey-market transfers.

The sTrucTure of The swedish housing sTock

Swedish statisticians divide housing into six main categories by dwelling type:

•	 privately	owned	single-family	houses	

•	 co-operative	developments	(mainly	multi-family	dwellings)	where	
the tenant-owner is a member of a co-operative that owns the 
dwelling and has the right to occupy a certain house or flat

•	 multi-family	dwellings	with	rented	units,	owned	by	municipal	
housing companies (social rented housing) 

•	 houses	and	flats	rented	privately	from	individuals	who	either	own	
the house, or hold the occupancy right for the flat (private rented 
housing) 
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•	 privately	owned	multi-family	dwellings	with	leasehold	units	(con-
dominiums) 

•	 privately	owned	multi-family	dwellings	with	rented	units	(private	
rented housing)

The distinction between different dwelling types is important because most housing 
statistics are available by dwelling type rather than tenure. The distinction between 
tenures is typically made only for rented apartments, co-operatives and ‘other’ in the 
multi-family dwelling category, although social and private rented properties are rare-
ly distinguished from one another in official statistics. Because of this, data on types of 
landlord (institutional/individual) or tenancy are not readily available. In recent years, 
increasing numbers of single- or two-family homes have been built for tenant-owner-
ship and renting. Statistics, however, do not typically distinguish between different 
tenures for this dwelling type. 

Owner-occupied housing can take three forms: owner-occupied houses (freeholds), 
condominium units (leaseholds), and co-operatives (tenant-owned leasehold units 
in multi-family dwellings). Over 95 percent of detached and semi-detached houses 
(småhus) are owner-occupied (Statistics Sweden 2009), meaning that the vast majority 
of rented housing is in multi-unit dwellings of more than two housing units (flerbo-
stadshus). The vast majority of single-family dwellings are freeholds, while all multi-
family units are leaseholds or rentals. Owning an apartment is possible only via a co-
operative, as private ownership of individual leasehold units is not possible. 

Multi-family dwellings are generally built for a specific purpose and tenure. Owner-
occupied housing in multi-family dwellings (flerbostadshus) takes the form of condo-
miniums or tenant-owned co-operatives. In condominiums, the purchase of shares 
entitles an individual to occupy a specific unit of the dwelling, while the responsibility 
over the maintenance of common areas and facilities remains with the private-sector 
housing company who owns the building. Service charges are payable by all residents. 
In co-operative housing, a household makes a down payment (commonly 30-50 per-
cent of the development costs per unit) in exchange for the right to occupy one of 
the units. A regular monthly fee is then payable which covers maintenance and pay-
ments on the co-operative’s construction loan. Subletting or sale of individual units 
is allowed in both co-operatives and condominiums, although permission is required 
from the owner of the building (condominiums) or the board of the co-operative.

Rented units are available mainly in multi-family dwellings. Each building consists 
entirely of one type of tenure: private rented or social rented. Sweden has never fund-
ed construction of rented housing by direct budget allocations; instead, social rented 
housing can be distinguished from private rented housing by ownership and alloca-
tion procedures. Social rented housing is owned by municipal housing companies and 
allocated by municipal authorities. Private rented housing, on the other hand, is not 
subject to any allocation regime. Condominium units, co-operative units and houses 
can be let by individuals who own the house or have occupancy rights. Private rented 
properties owned by corporate landlords, who are believed to dominate the private 
rented sector, are commonly rented via an estate agent. 

Types of renTAl conTrAcT

Rental contracts can take two distinct forms. A so-called first-hand contract is signed 
between the tenant and the person or business who owns the building in which the 
unit is located. This is used by tenants renting directly from an institutional landlord 
who owns a multi-family building, or an individual landlord who owns the house or 
unit in question. Second-hand contracts, or sub-lets, apply in cases of what is generally 
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understood to be sub-letting – that is, contracts between tenants and individuals with 
first-hand contracts for privately rented units. Sub-letting is fairly common, especially 
among young singles in areas of high housing pressure, but a landlord’s permission is 
required. Second-hand contracts are also used by owners of condominiums or tenant-
owned units, or housing co-operatives wishing to rent out unsold units. In 2009, some 
81,000 units, or 1.8 percent of the total housing stock, were sub-let (Statistics Sweden 
2010). 

Tenure spliT And size of The privATe renTed secTor 

First-hand contracts and sub-lets are both included in the general housing-statistics 
category of ‘rented apartments’ (hyresrätt). The problem, however, is that this catego-
ry includes units let by municipal landlords (public housing) as well as private sec-
tor landlords. Moreover, because statistics are commonly provided by housing type 
(småhus or flerbostadshus) rather than tenure, detached and semi-detached houses that 
are rented from individual landlords are typically excluded from the rented (hyresrätt) 
category, which refers only to units in multi-family dwellings. In 2009, some 136,000 
houses (småhus), comprising 3.1 percent of the overall housing stock, were rented out 
by owners (Statistics Sweden 2010). 

Estimating the size of Sweden’s private rented sector is therefore rather complicated. 
According to the OECD (Andrews et al. 2011), approximately 23 percent of the housing 
stock was rented privately in 2009.14 Table 1 below shows how the relative size of the 
private rented sector changed over the period 1945-2009. 

table 1: estiMated tenure distribution and change oVer tiMe 

social rented priVate rented owner-occupied co-operatiVe 
(tenant-owned)

% of the housing stock

1945 6 52 38 4

1960 14 43 34 9

1970 23 30 34 13

1980 24 21 41 14

1990 25 20 40 15

2002 24 22 38 16

2009 21 23 56*

*including co-operative (tenant-owned) 

note: the figures presented in this table are estimates

sources: turner 1996 for 1945-1990, norris & shields 2004 for 2002, andrews et al. 2011 for 2009

Municipal, non-profit public housing companies have played a very important role in 
Swedish post-war housing policy. These companies play an important role in both 
social-welfare policy and housing policy. Sweden does not have public housing spe-
cifically for low-income households, and the social rented homes (i.e. stock owned by 
municipal housing companies) are in principle available to all, although often subject 
to long waiting periods in areas of high demand. The non-profit municipal housing 
companies received special treatment in terms of financing and taxation until January 
1994 (Swedish Institute 1996).

14 it is not uncommon for data on tenure distribution to differ between sources. in most instances, however, the variation is fairly small (1-2 

percent).
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Avoiding the development of large social housing estates and encouraging a fine-
grained tenure mix were important goals of Swedish housing policy until the 1990s. 
Because the municipal sector traditionally catered for a broad segment of the Swed-
ish population, social renting is not stigmatised. The good quality of both social and 
private rented dwellings has meant that living in either does not substantially disad-
vantage people. Until the 2000s, housing policy did not favour owner-occupation over 
other tenures. 

A strong commitment to the provision of affordable and decent housing for all has 
defined post-war Swedish housing policy. More specific policy priorities, often influ-
enced by the economic climate, have appeared at different times. 

subsidies To residenTiAl consTrucTion

The tradition of supply-side subsidies dates back to 1945, when the first governmental 
housing committee made a historic decision to make same subsidies available for con-
struction of housing to all tenures, including municipal rental housing, co-operative 
housing and private ownership. This tenure neutrality was intended to allow people 
the housing best suited to their family. Mechanisms were put in place to prevent spec-
ulation, and housing co-operatives got access to direct subsidies to improve affordabil-
ity. These subsidies were connected to specially designated housing loans, which were 
supplemented by commercial bank lending. The proportion of the value covered by 
state loans depended on ownership, with municipal housing companies being entitled 
to slightly higher percentages than co-operatives and private individuals or investors 
(Turner 1997). 

A system of interest subsidies was put in place in 1975, under which the government 
subsidised interest rates on loans that covered up to 95-99 percent of approved build-
ing costs. The borrowers initially paid very low interest rates, which increased annu-
ally until they reached the market rate. The initial rate and the annual increase were 
both determined by the type of the building, with co-operative and rented dwellings 
having a lower start rate and annual increment than homes built for owner-occupa-
tion (Turner 1997). 

Under the generous subsidy regime a lot of housing was built, especially in the early 
years. This housing, financed largely by government loans and interest subsidies, was 
built and owned by private companies and not subject to any allocation criteria, such 
as income limits. The direct housing subsidies continued uninterrupted, although 
subject to certain modifications, until the reorganisation of the financing system in 
the 1990s, which phased subsidies out over the course of a decade. The last supply-side 
subsidies, which went to municipal housing companies, were finally abolished in 2006. 

Taxation of property is progressive, and new construction is exempt for the first five 
years and taxed at only 50 percent of the full rate for the next five; thus full property 
tax is paid only on properties more than ten years old. This helps support new con-
struction, and until 2000 interest payments on newly built properties can be deducted 
at a higher rate than payments on older ones which also favours new construction. 
From 2000 on, this difference was eliminated, and the interest remains constant over 
time. 

developmenT of renT regulATion 

Sweden is known for its strong pro-tenant rent regulation, which controls initial rent 
setting, rent increases, and security of tenure. Under the 1942 legislation, the legal rent 
for each dwelling unit was linked to the cost of construction and ongoing expenditure. 
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Rents were, in practice, largely frozen at their initial levels. Only improvement expen-
ditures or a certified rise in capital or maintenance expenditure led to a rent increase. 
This did not change until the 1969 Tenancy Act, which introduced a new regulatory 
framework characterised by high security of tenure and a system of ‘fair’ rents. These 
were set at the level of social sector rents, which were determined by negotiations 
between the tenants’ association and municipal housing companies. This new system, 
modelled on the collective bargaining system in the labour market, was brought in 
over a period of ten years and culminated in the 1978 Rent Negotiation Act. 

The 1978 act, which supplemented the existing Tenancy Act, imposed the principle 
of ‘fair rents’ on all tenancies, linking private and social rents for good. Rents in the 
private rented sector could be approximately 5 percent higher than those paid for 
comparable social rented units in the same municipality. Similar rules applied to rent 
increases. The upper limit for a ‘fair’ rent was determined by the highest rents charged 
by municipal housing companies. Because negotiations are carried out at municipal 
level, acceptable rents and the weights given to different factors in the negotiation 
process vary between municipalities.

The regulation of rents and security of tenure in the PRS has not changed since 1978. 
Under the current system, the principle of ‘fair’ rents governs the amount of rent that 
landlords can charge for their property. Yet the system operates in a roundabout man-
ner, and does not set any limits on initial rents. In principle, the rent in a new lease 
(as opposed to continuing tenancies), can be freely agreed by individual landlords and 
tenants. A tenant who feels that they are being overcharged, however, can take the 
matter up with the Rent Tribunal after occupying the property for six months. The tri-
bunal will then set the rent at the level of rents on comparable properties, which them-
selves are determined by rent regulation. The rents for all dwellings must match rents 
for comparable dwellings, including municipal housing, based on size and ‘attractive-
ness’. Because unreasonable rents are reduced by the Tribunal, landlords tend to agree 
‘fair’ rents when initial rents are negotiated. 

Annual adjustment of rents is allowed. The tenant, however, can refuse a rent increase 
proposed by their landlord, and take the matter to the Rent Tribunal. If the new pro-
posed rent is regarded as ‘unfair’ by the tribunal the rent cannot be increased. The 
annual rent (or the percentage change from the previous level), is decided on a square-
metre basis for flats owned by municipal housing companies (MHCs), with occasional 
adjustments for certain types of flats. Once the rents are decided upon, all dwellings 
owned and maintained by the MHCs have the same rent adjustment. 

Until 2011, private sector landlords had to repeat the whole process after negotiations 
between MHCs and tenants’ associations were completed. In 2011 PRS landlords were 
granted equal standing with MHCs in the negotiations. 

When contracts are extended, rent must be set at a ‘reasonable’ level (as determined 
by comparables). Rehabilitation of old dwellings to standards similar to new construc-
tion enables landlords to increase rents to the level of those for new dwellings. 

Security of tenure is very high. First-hand tenancy agreements are extendable (ten-
ants have an automatic right to prolong their tenancy) unless the landlord has a good 
reason for refusing, such as a desire to carry out major refurbishment or to use the 
property as their own main residence. Tenancies can be transferred from the tenant 
to a close relation or partner, but a landlord’s permission is required. Sub-letting is 
allowed with the landlord’s permission so long as the number of inhabitants does not 
constitute a health hazard or substantially degrade the dwelling. 
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Landlords are virtually unable to terminate tenancies unless there are substantial vio-
lations of the lease. Tenancies can only be terminated if 

•	 the	tenant	is	late	in	making	rent	payments,

•	 the	tenant	conveys	premises	or	sub-lets	without	approval	of	land-
lord,

•	 the	premises	have	been	used	for	a	purpose	other	than	that	
intended in the lease,

•	 vermin	invade	the	property	because	of	the	tenant’s	carelessness,

•	 the	tenant	is	grossly	negligent	about	use	of	the	premises,

•	 the	tenant	denies	landlord	access	to	the	property	without	valid	
reason,

•	 the	tenant	violates	some	of	the	terms	of	the	agreement,	or

•	 the	premises	are	used	for	criminal	activities	by	the	tenant.

Landlords have no legal right to request a deposit for first-hand contracts although 
deposits are commonly required for sub-lets. 

housing policy And Trends in The swedish housing mArkeT 

The Swedish housing market has been highly volatile in the past 30 years. The housing 
boom of the late 1980s turned into a bust in the early 1990s. The 1991 tax reform and 
1993 housing finance reform led to significant falls in new construction. In particular 
there was a notable drop in the construction of dwellings for social renting. Coincid-
ing with recession, these developments resulted in falling house prices and increased 
rents (Figure 1). 
 

Figure 1: trends in housing aFFordability (1980-2010) 
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Swedish housing policy does not focus on direct provision of housing by the state 
to needy households, but rather attempts to influence the structural institutional 
arrangements and by extension the operation of housing markets. While some chang-
es in the subsidisation and taxation of housing have affected the PRS, these policies 
have not been exclusive to that tenure, and the size of the sector has remained very 
stable during that period. Any change in the position or size of the PRS in relation to 
other tenures has been mainly the result of changes in the taxation or subsidy of hous-
ing more generally, or of changes that increased the accessibility or attractiveness of 
other housing tenures to residents and investors. The most important housing policy 
developments are discussed below. 

1980s 
The first half of the 1980s was characterised by credit-market deregulation and eco-
nomic decline. Housing policy priorities, which were little changed from the previous 
decade, included increasing housing construction, providing affordable housing for 
everyone (preferably in socially mixed communities), and improving and maintaining 
the quality of the existing stock. 

To these ends, all tenures were entitled to government support, which took the form 
of interest subsidies and state loans. Interest-subsidised state loans were available for 
25 percent of the cost of construction of private rented and owner-occupied housing. 
Most of the rest of the cost (up to 95 percent in all) could be covered by other inter-
est-subsidised loans, provided by commercial lenders. The state guaranteed loans of 
up to 95 percent of construction costs. For municipal and co-operative housing these 
ratios were a little higher: municipal owners qualified for state loans of 30 percent 
and co-operatives 29 percent. For municipal housing, interest-subsidised loans and 
credit guarantees covered 99 percent of the cost of construction, while for co-operative 
housing this was 98 percent. In addition to subsidising new construction, the state 
subsidised landlords and home owners to upgrade their properties (Van der Heijden & 
Boelhouwer 1996). 

Changing the tenure of a dwelling was made easier in the 1980s. In 1982, the Property 
Acquisition Act made it possible to convert a tenancy apartment into a co-operative. 
The tenure conversion had to be supported by at least two-thirds of the tenants. The 
tenants had to form an association and agree a purchase price with their landlord. In 
spite of regulatory changes in the 1970s that led to slightly higher rents for older pri-
vate rented stock in attractive areas, rents for older buildings in large cities were still 
below the market level. The buildings could however be sold at market prices, mean-
ing that this kind of conversion of rented condominiums into co-operatives could offer 
the landlords better returns. Not surprisingly, the 1980s was marked by large-scale 
conversion of both municipal and private rented condominiums to tenant ownership. 

This development was aided by the abolition of interest-rate regulation in 1984 and 
the deregulation of mortgage markets in 1985. The removal of loan ceilings led to 
increased lending, growing loan-to-value (LTV) ratios and a great increase in house-
hold indebtedness. Eased access to housing finance generated growth in demand and, 
eventually, in supply. 

The latter half of the 1980s was a period of economic growth, marked by a boom-
ing housing market. In 1985, the state mortgage institution (SPAB) replaced the state 
itself in making subsidised loans for housing, although the other main features of 
the scheme remained the same. An initial guaranteed interest rate of 2.7 percent was 
charged on loans for housing in all tenures except owner-occupied housing, where the 
rate was 4.9 percent. These initial rates were subject to annual increments depending 
on tenure. 
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1991-1993
The housing boom of the late 1980s turned into a bust in 1991, when the country 
entered recession. Prices of owner-occupied houses decreased, construction fell, and 
vacancies in the private rented sector increased. The measures undertaken by the 
newly-elected right-wing government to ease the situation were radical, signifying the 
liberalisation of housing market and a move towards a more market-oriented housing 
policy. 

The 1991 tax reform reduced corporate tax from 52 to 28 percent, benefitting especially 
institutional private-sector landlords. Reduction of the marginal tax rates for personal 
and capital income, on the other hand, benefitted owner-occupiers as well as indi-
vidual landlords. Owner-occupiers were further rewarded by the decision to abolish 
taxation of imputed rent. An increase in property tax, on the other hand, affected all 
property owners. At the same time as taxes were reformed, the annual rate of increase 
of interest payments on state housing loans was raised, which affected rental land-
lords and co-operatives. 

In 1992, coverage of the credit guarantee system was reduced sharply. The credit guar-
antee was limited to 30 percent of production costs and subjected to a fee. A decision 
was made that in order to justify greater state support, MHCs had to operate on a 
non-profit basis and be genuinely controlled by the municipality. While existing MHCs 
were permitted to keep their special status, no new MHCs could be established. 

The 1998 housing finance reform brought in more changes. Affecting all new construc-
tion, this reform abolished state loans, stopped the payment of interest subsidy when 
guaranteed rates reached market rates, and replaced the practice of linking of subsi-
dies to production costs with a schedule of ‘acceptable’ production costs. Interest sub-
sidies were also revised to make them more sensitive to changes in interest rates, and 
the interest subsidy system was phased out altogether by the year 2000. 

Private sector landlords, MHCs and co-operatives saw their interest subsidy entitle-
ment decline to 57 percent of acceptable production costs for the first year, reduced 
annually by 4 percent until reaching 30 percent. Each year the subsidy entitlement 
for new construction was reduced. Owner-occupiers’ entitlement to interest subsi-
dies was reduced even further, to 42 percent of acceptable production costs for the 
first year, again with an annual reduction subsequently. Dwellings with floor areas 
exceeding 120m² were not entitled to subsidies (Turner 1997). A minimum equity capi-
tal requirement of 5 percent was imposed on all developers, effectively abolishing the 
favourable position of MHCs.

The eventual phasing out of supply-side subsidies following the 1993 reform served 
to increase the importance of income-related individual subsidies. The changes led 
to a significant drop in new construction in 1991-1995, and to persistently low rates of 
construction thereafter (Turner & Whitehead 2002). 
 
1994-1999
The social democratic government that took office in 1994 was faced with a situation 
characterised by increased rents, house-price falls, a high mortgage default rate, and 
bankruptcies of co-operatives. Unable or unwilling to undo the changes implemented 
by the previous government, the social democrats continued in the same direction but 
targeted resources and subsidies more tightly on low-income households and high-
need areas. The reduction in construction subsidies continued as the country sought 
to reduce its budget deficit at a time of slow and unsteady economic recovery. The only 
exception to this pattern was a small reduction in the annual increase in guaranteed 
interest rates for rental landlords and co-operatives in 1994. 
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After the mid 1990s, house prices began to increase again. In 1996, rent negotiations 
were amended to give higher weight to location in determining the utility value of a 
dwelling, except in Stockholm where the proposed change was rejected by the Ten-
ants’ Association and was not implemented. This development benefited private-
sector landlords, whose dwellings were on average older but in better locations than 
municipal rental dwellings. This may have contributed to increasing rents, especially 
in areas of high demand (outside of Stockholm). The municipal sector suffered from 
high vacancy rates within the more recently built and unattractive stock (Turner & 
Whitehead 2002), prompting the sale of municipal housing to co-operatives and pri-
vate-sector landlords. 

Figure 2: Vacancies in Municipal rented housing 1980-2009
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In 2000, the phasing out of interest subsidies was complete, which increased the rela-
tive importance of tax deductions and demand-side subsidies. In the municipal sector, 
interest subsidies were replaced by local investment grants. The proportion of new 
housing starts supported by state loans, interest subsidies or mortgage guarantees 
dropped from nearly 100 percent in 1999 to around 60 percent in 2000 (Lujanen 2004, p. 
106). The negative consequences of leaving the housing market to rely on market forc-
es, however, soon became evident. As a result, some time-limited subsidies were made 
available to stimulate the construction of affordable and student housing in the areas 
of worst housing shortage (Norris & Shields 2004). Even so, the mismatch between 
low construction rates and population increase in growth regions such as Stockholm 
generated acute housing shortages, repeating a pattern already familiar from the late 
1990s (Johnson 2010). From 1996 to 2007, house prices rose by 217 percent (119 percent 
in real terms) in Greater Stockholm, 236 percent (185 percent) in Greater Malmö and 
202 percent (156 percent) in Greater Gothenburg (Statistics Sweden 2009).

In 2000 the procedure for converting blocks of flats into co-operative housing was made 
easier, reducing the support required from residents from two-thirds to a majority.
 
The so-called Three Party Agreement was reached in 2002, which enabled increased 
private rental yields and thus indirectly encouraged growth of the private rented sec-
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tor. This agreement, which was negotiated by the central organisations of municipal 
housing companies, private property owners and tenants, stipulated that 

•	 the	private	owners	should	be	allowed	to	play	an	equal	part	in	the	
rent negotiations on the local level,

•	 demand	should	play	a	larger	role	in	the	setting	of	rents,	and

•	 rents	differentials	between	new	and	old	tenants	were	acceptable.

Although not entirely realised in practice, this agreement was designed to improve the 
ability of especially private sector landlords to make higher profits from older prop-
erties in desirable parts of high-demand cities. Private landlords were not satisfied, 
however, because the Tenants’ Association refused to increase the weight assigned to 
location in rent negotiations in Stockholm. In 2005, the Property Owners’ Association 
filed a complaint claiming that the favourable treatment of MHCs was illegal under 
EU legislation. The European Court’s ruling that state-subsidised housing should be 
reserved for low-income households led to the eventual removal in 2006 of all subsi-
dies to MHCs. 

2006-2009  
In 2006, the newly elected right-wing government finalised a shift towards market 
orientation, stating that the priority of housing policy should be to establish well-func-
tioning housing markets where demand was met by supply. The last state-operated 
supply-side subsidies were abolished, and housing agendas became increasingly local-
ised in nature. While the principle of tenure neutrality continued to be regarded as a 
central plank of housing policy, practical measures implemented during this period 
worked to favour owner-occupiers over other tenures, demonstrating a shift in a direc-
tion that was entirely new in Swedish housing policy. At the end of 2006, the only ben-
efit remaining for MHCs over other tenures was an entitlement to certain state support 
when vacancies reached very high levels.

Since 2006, reforms to property taxation have encouraged home-ownership by mak-
ing it increasingly cost-efficient compared to other tenures. In 2006, taxes for owner-
occupied housing and tenant-owned co-operatives and their members were reduced. 
In 2007, tax advantages were introduced for owner-occupiers who wished to renovate 
their homes, the tax on imputed rent was abolished, and the property tax on owner-
occupation was cut. These developments coincided with the abolition of the wealth 
tax, also in 2007. In 2008, the real estate tax was replaced by a flat-rate municipal fee of 
SEK 4,500 (€481), which again effectively reduced the cost of owner-occupation, espe-
cially for people with high-value homes. The benefits of this, however, were partially 
offset by an increase in capital gains tax from 20 to 30 percent.

The global economic crisis of 2008 triggered a fall in house prices, until cuts in interest 
rates took effect and prices turned up again in 2009. The increase in house prices was 
supported by a shortage of new supply, as the number of completed dwellings dropped 
by 28.7 percent in 2009 and vacancy rates declined. The corporate tax rate was reduced 
from 28 to 26.3 percent in 2009, partly in an attempt to incentivise more investment in 
residential construction. 

The currenT siTuATion

The impact of recent tax reforms on the private rented market has been minimal, 
apart from perhaps making it relatively less attractive than owner occupation and 
co-operative housing. The combination of rent controls and high taxation keeps land-
lords’ rental income low. Landlords’ ability to make profits is, however, enhanced by 
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low operating costs and the possibility of renting out garage spaces separately from 
dwellings. Moreover, the relative attractiveness of investment in rented housing is 
improved by low risk and a prospect of considerable capital gains. The increase in 
the relative size of the private rented sector in comparison to the social rented sector, 
nevertheless, is likely to be linked to a reduction in the number of municipal dwellings 
rather than any notable increase in the investment in private rented properties. 

The level of regulation has arguably contributed to a fall in the proportion of new 
housing destined for private rental. Because co-operative housing is sold at market 
prices, it is more profitable for developers to build for co-operative use rather than 
rental use, even if the sale takes longer. 

From October 2010, a maximum loan-to-value ratio of 85 percent has been applied to 
all new mortgages (Soultaneva & Nordberg 2010), which has reduced access to owner-
occupation for households without much savings. 

The overall impact of these changes in the tenure of new construction and the acces-
sibility of owner occupation is not yet clear. It is possible that the most recent changes 
in rent negotiation procedures will result in higher rents, increasing the attractiveness 
of the PRS to investors. This could stimulate construction of rented housing, while the 
relative size of municipal housing would be likely to diminish, possibly substantially if 
municipal dwellings were sold to private owners in large numbers. On the other hand, 
changes in maximum LTVs may indirectly slow the construction of co-operative hous-
ing and conversion of municipal rented housing to co-operative tenure and reduce 
demand for new owner-occupied housing. 

how regulATion is perceived

The Swedish system of rent negotiations has resulted in a rent structure in which the 
distance from the central city is less important than the age of the dwelling in deter-
mining rent levels. Especially in the past this greatly disadvantaged PRS landlords, 
who were more likely than municipal companies to own older dwellings in attractive 
areas. 

The rent regulation in Sweden is often regarded as excessive. It has been accused of 
forming a barrier to competitiveness and investment in the PRS, conflicting with EU 
legislation, and resulting in black- and grey-market transfers. The combination of high 
security of tenure and more stringent control over rent increases than initial rents 
has also been blamed for increasing the difference in rents between new and existing 
tenants and thus reducing mobility and generating a barrier to effective use of stock.

On the other hand, rent regulation has had a positive effect on the quality of the pri-
vate rented housing. Because rents can be increased substantially when units are 
renovated, many private landlords have been investing in their properties. The high 
security of tenure, together with the reasonable cost of renting, has supported demand 
for private rented apartments and maintained private renting as a tenure of choice 
rather than a last resort. 
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SWITZERLAND

Private renting is the majority tenure in Switzerland. In 1980 private renting 
accounted for 63 percent of the stock The current estimate is that it continues 
to make up around 58 percent, although there is strong evidence that owner-
occupation has been increasing in the last few years at the expense of the 
private rented sector.

Unlike most European countries, Switzerland has made relatively few legisla-
tive changes with respect to regulation since 1972. In the preceding two years 
(1970-72), traditionally strong controls were abolished but due to unaccept-
ably large rent increases these were quickly reintroduced in the form of a less 
binding scheme against abuses in the rental sector. 

There is no federal rent control or supervision of initial rents but the tenant 
can challenge the rent within 30 days of occupancy. Rents are judged to be 
unfair when excessive profits are made or when the rents are based on an 
excessively high purchase price for the residential building. Adjustments are 
justified when they are within the range for comparable dwellings, induced by 
higher costs (mortgage rates, maintenance, etc.) or compensating the landlord 
for inflation on the equity capital. 

Security of tenure is high and tenancies are indefinite, terminated by three 
months’ notice in writing. Security of tenure was increased in 1990 when the 
right to appeal against notice to leave was introduced, extending tenant pro-
tection against eviction. Generally, the Swiss regulatory system is designed to 
support long-term rentals.

The large size of the sector is linked to the general structure of the housing 
market, where regulation is designed to enable reasonable returns for private 
and institutional investors and owner-occupation receives no substantial fis-
cal benefits. Private renting is a predominantly urban tenure, whereas both 
owner-occupation and second-home ownership is more rural. 

Regulation is seen as helping to assure a fair balance between the interests 
of dwellers and landlords in the relatively large size of the private rented sec-
tor as well as the good quality of the stock. However, the high cost of home 
ownership is also a contributing factor, as is the limited significance of a social 
rented sector.

regulATion: A conTinuum from 1972

Switzerland has a long history of rent control and security-of-tenure regulations dat-
ing back to the nineteenth century. Controls were relaxed in 1925 but reinstated in 
1936. There was some gradual relaxation of regulation during the 1960s, culminating 
in their abolition in 1970. However, they were re-introduced in 1972 in an attempt to 
combat massive increases in rents in the previous two years. 

Unlike most European countries, the relative size of the Swiss private rented sector 
did not change much in the period 1980–2010, and it remains the largest tenure in 
the country. In 2010, the total housing stock in Switzerland was estimated at around 
4,008,000 units, of which 53 percent were rental dwellings.15 There is a very small and

15 Due to the abolition of the decennial housing survey in 2010 the most recent comprehensive figures are from 2000.  however, sample surveys 

suggest that the tenure pattern remains consistent despite a sharp increase in the construction of condominiums for individual home ownership.
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diverse social housing sector, whose owners include housing cooperatives, public enti-
ties and public limited companies. Together they comprise approximately 1,700 non-
profit housing bodies. Cooperatives own just under 8 percent of all rented dwellings, 
and the public sector plus the non-profit housing bodies own about 13 percent.

regulATion of The privATe renTed secTor

Initial rents can, in principle, be freely agreed upon by the parties. There is neither 
federal rent control nor any supervision of rents. The tenant can, however, challenge 
the rent or a rent increase within 30 days of occupying a unit. Rents are held to be fair 
and adjustments justified when they are:

•	 within	the	local	range	for	comparable	dwellings,

•	 justified	by	higher	costs	(mortgage	rates,	maintenance,	renewals),

•	 compensating	the	landlord	for	inflation	on	the	equity	capital,	or

•	 following	a	special	payment	plan	of	which	the	tenant	is	aware.

Rents are held to be unfair when the resulting profits are judged to be excessive, or 
if they are based on what is felt to be an excessively high purchase price. In princi-
ple, rents can be adjusted upwards following increases in mortgage interest rates, but 
landlords who do this may also be required by their tenants to reduce rents if interest 
rates fall. Within this legal framework, most landlords tend to set rents according to 
costs. Profits that do not exceed the official reference mortgage rate by more than 0.5 
percent are permissible in most jurisdictions.

The initial rent can be challenged:

•	 When	the	tenant	was	compelled	to	sign	the	lease	agreement	
because of a personal or family situation or because of conditions 
on the local housing market and

•	 When	the	landlord	raised	the	initial	rent	considerably	over	that	of	
the previous lease.

These criteria entitle the tenant to challenge the rent before the Arbitration Authority. 
According to official statistics, the possibility of challenging the initial rent is rarely 
used. It is slightly more common in the French-speaking part of Switzerland but even 
there is of rather marginal importance. The combined effect of initial near-market 
rents, partial compensation for inflation, tenant mobility, the capacity to transfer 
property, value-enhancing improvements and current cost rents contribute to the 
attractiveness of investments in residential real estate. A recent study by the Zurich 
School of Management and Law showed that for the period 2001–2010 the nominal 
annual return on residential rental investment was close to 6 percent.

In 1939, an average of 20 percent of households’ consumer expenditure went on rent 
for accommodation; today, the share of rent (excluding service charges) is still around 
20 percent. Thus rents have increased at roughly the same rate as incomes. In 1924, 
a four-room apartment in Lugano cost an average of CHF 32 per month. In La Chaux-
de-Fonds the rent was CHF 62 and in Zurich CHF 70. In 2010, the rent for a four-room 
apartment averaged CHF 1,273 in Lugano, CHF 800 in La Chaux-de-Fonds/Le Locle and 
CHF 1,495 in Zurich. The increase in rents has, therefore, been considerable (Vermeu-
len 2011). Table 1 shows that since 1985, average rents have increased by roughly 100 
percent. Figure 1 shows that the rise in rents was particularly high in 1967, 1975, 1982 
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and 1991 when it reached almost 10 percent per annum, affected by increases in mort-
gage rates. Nevertheless because of increases in salaries or other income, the average 
rent-to-income ratio remained at a relatively stable level of 20.5 percent. It varies, of 
course, in accordance with income levels. For example, in 2009, the lowest-income 
households (those receiving under CHF 4,000 per month) paid on average more than 
30 percent of their incomes whereas the richer ones spent only just over 10 percent.

table 1: aVerage rents oF rented dwellings, 1985–2011

rent index aVerage rent in chF For occupied dwellings
1993 = 100 2 rooms 3 rooms 4 rooms 5 rooms

1985 64.9 461 557 700 930

1990 80.3 625 752 941 1,256

1995 100.9 774 897 1,147 1,539

2000 105.1 796 947 1,193 1,542

2005 112.4 831 1,014 1,263 1,588

2010 124.4 939 1,145 1,402 1,791

2011 126.1 959 1,152 1,412 1,790

source: vermeulen 2011

Figure 1: annual change in rents, the consuMer price index (cpi) and Mortgage rates, 
1940–2010
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In 2010, the rent index as part of the consumer price index was studied in detail and 
improved. The new model has been in use since February 2011, enabling the qual-
ity of dwellings to be measured according to their individual characteristics (surface 
area, number of rooms, age, number of bathrooms, etc.), their general location (dis-
tance from town centre, nearby shops, local tax rates, etc.) and their specific situation 
(view, surroundings, sunshine). Taking the quality of dwellings into account in this 
way allows for better comparability (Vermeulen 2011).

Because rents are adjusted in line with changes in mortgage interest rates, regard-
less of how the dwelling was actually financed, there is some debate about whether 
to change this and to link rents to the consumer price index. There have been sev-
eral unsuccessful attempts to do this. In 2005 the government proposed that tenants 
should be allowed to choose between index- and cost-related rents. The proposal met 
with resistance and was abandoned. Similarly, 2008 proposals to do away with the link 
between rents and mortgage interest rates by replacing the cost rent with an indexa-
tion scheme were also abandoned. Security of tenure is high. Tenancies are unlimited 
(or indefinite), and can be terminated by a minimum of three months’ written notice. 
Notices given by either landlords or tenants can be challenged if they are felt to violate 
the basic principles of good faith. The right to appeal against notice was introduced in 
1990, which increased the protection of tenants from eviction. However, the landlord 
can give notice in the case of urgent personal requirements or if the tenant is in rent 
arrears or has seriously failed to care for the property. Generally, the Swiss regulatory 
system is designed to support long-term rental tenure (Bourassa et al. 2009).

regulATion of housing quAliTy

The quality of the housing stock is determined by the specificities of the building code 
and by special requirements in connection with particular subsidies (for example, 
energy saving, etc.). A new building is usually checked by the local building inspectors 
before occupancy. Afterwards and under normal circumstances, no further controls 
are carried out apart from regular checks of oil tanks, chimneys, elevators and the like.

In the case of private rental dwellings, the landlord is obliged to hand over the unit 
at an appointed time in a condition which is appropriate for the intended use, and to 
maintain it in this state. Small repairs must be carried out by the tenant at his/her own 
cost. Other problems are the responsibility of the landlord. The tenant can demand 
that the fault be repaired within a reasonable set period of time. In the case of major 
faults that affect the use of the dwelling, the tenant can terminate the lease without 
prior notice or he/she can enforce repairs through court orders. In the meantime, he/
she can demand a reasonable reduction of the rent and may place the rent due on 
secure deposit (in escrow) until the case is resolved. If a rental building is too dilapi-
dated to be safely occupied the authorities can intervene and order its clearing.

privATe renTing supporTed by difficulTy of Access 
To owner occupATion

The large size of the private rented sector is linked to the general structure of the 
housing market, which operates in a relatively liberal framework of rent regulations 
designed to secure reasonable returns on investment and a good climate for private 
and institutional financiers. The rented sector is of generally high quality, highly 
competitive and enhances the mobility of the population. There are no special fiscal 
benefits for individual landlords of rental dwellings. The tax laws allow professional 
investors as well as individual homeowners to deduct the interest paid on debts from 
their taxable income. On the other hand, the revenue of landlords is taxed as ordinary 
income while the homeowner’s income is artificially augmented by an imputed rent 
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which corresponds, according to federal tax law, to roughly 70 percent of the market 
rent. For their own taxes, cantons sometimes apply a limit of 60 percent or even less.

Direct subsidies are now limited to not-for profit and public housing, but resources are 
very limited. Local authorities have tried to alleviate housing pressure by resorting to 
new and (in the Swiss context) unconventional measures such as reserving building 
zones for social housing, offering public ‘rights to build’, allowing higher densities or 
participating in the equity of cooperatives and other non-profit entities. The inhabit-
ants of the town of Zurich voted recently in favour of a referendum which compels the 
town council gradually to increase the non-profit housing sector to 30 percent of the 
overall stock – but whether the resources will follow remains to be seen.

Access to owner-occupied housing has been constrained by various factors which 
stand at the root of Switzerland’s traditional low rate of home ownership. These fac-
tors include high house prices relative to incomes, the high proportion of non-Swiss 
residents neither able nor eager to acquire property, the scarcity of direct public inter-
ventions to promote home ownership, occasional restrictions on the mortgage mar-
ket and the late introduction of condominium ownership. Prior to 1965, it was legally 
impossible to buy a flat. This explains why home ownership is particularly low in cities 
dominated by large residential buildings. Over the last 40 years, this form of tenure 
has drastically expanded. For example, between 1990 and 2000, the number of these 
units has doubled. Newer figures are lacking, but given the fact that during the last 
decade most newly built dwellings were intended to cater for this particular niche, its 
share has doubtless grown.

It is worth mentioning that home ownership in Switzerland is predominantly a rural 
phenomenon. In the vast majority of the cantons, the average home ownership rate is 
close to 40 percent. The proportion of owner-occupied property is higher among fami-
lies with children. In 2000, 44 percent of all families with children were home owners, 
representing 40 percent of the population. If one considers that an additional 4 to 5 
percent of all renter households also own a dwelling, the relatively low home owner-
ship rate appears in a somewhat different light. Nevertheless, there has been a recent 
surge in home ownership, partly because individuals are permitted to withdraw a 
certain amount of their mandatory pension savings before official retirement age on 
condition that it be used for the financing of private property. 

Overall, in the absence of other easily accessible housing options, the demand for pri-
vate rented housing is high. The tenure-neutral housing policy reduces the relative 
attractiveness of home ownership. In the face of the high cost of home ownership, 
renting offers a cost-effective housing option.

The residenTiAl housing sTock generAlly: newer homes Are lArger

According to the Buildings and Dwellings Survey, the single-family house was the 
most common category of building in 2010, both in rural and urban areas in Swit-
zerland (Figure 2). Indeed, since the first Buildings and Dwellings Survey in 1970, the 
single-family house has been the largest building category in Switzerland. Only in the 
core cities of the largest urban zones, such as Zurich and Geneva, are multi-family 
houses in the majority. Thus, despite the fact that single-family houses constitute the 
majority of dwellings, the majority of the Swiss population live in multi-family houses.
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Figure 2: types oF residential building by period oF construction, 2010

 

source: hirsch & Gebhard 2011, p. 13

Since 1970, there has also been a downward trend in the number of persons per dwell-
ing. Whereas in 1970 the average was 3 persons per dwelling, in 2000 it was only 2.3. 
Concurrently, there has been a move towards larger dwellings. The number of three-
room dwellings fell continuously, while the number of five-room dwellings rose. Fig-
ure 3 shows that in the construction period 2001–2010, four- and five-room dwellings 
constituted the majority of dwellings for the first time. Among newly-built dwellings 
constructed after 2000, almost three-quarters have four or more rooms, whereas in 
buildings over 50 years old (i.e., built before 1961) their share is only 48 percent.

Figure 3: residential dwellings by nuMber oF rooMs and period oF construction, 2010
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In general, the typical single-family house was built between 1961 and 2000, has four 
to five rooms and a surface area of 120 to 135m². It has two to three floors, is oil-heat-
ed and is located in an urban commune. Among all residential buildings (excluding 
single-family houses) at least two-thirds are less than four floors high. Only a tiny 
minority of the remaining residential buildings are more than five floors high and at 
the same time contain more than six dwellings. Of these buildings, 96 percent are to 
be found in urban areas.

Just under half of all residential buildings were built more than 50 years ago. Buildings 
that were built in the past 30 years (i.e., after 1980) make up about a third of the total 
building stock. The share of single-family houses that are more than 50 years old is 
36 percent and is considerably lower than the average age of all building categories. 
Forty percent of single-family houses were built after 1980. Single-family homes tend, 
therefore, to be newer buildings, whereas mixed-purpose buildings are mostly older.

According to the 2000 population census, the average surface area for dwellings was 
97m². But the latest 2010 Building and Dwellings Survey reports that the average floor 
area of dwellings today is 98m². More recently built dwellings are larger: those built in 
the 1970s have an average floor area of 93m², while those built in recent years average 
125m². Overall, the average floor area of dwellings in urban areas is 96m² (Hirsch & 
Gebhard 2011).

The housing mArkeT And house prices

There was a significant downturn in prices in the aftermath of the real-estate crisis of 
the nineties. Since 2002 prices have risen again, and have in certain attractive regions 
shown signs of being a bubble in contrast to most of the rest of Europe, where the bub-
ble burst years ago. Prices might have increased even faster had there not been such 
strong growth in new construction in recent years; this responded to a heavy influx 
of immigrants, exceptionally low interest rates and growing demand for more floor 
space.  

There are no federal house-price statistics. Some of the most widely used data are 
generated by the consultancy firm Wüest & Partner based on observed transactions. 
They show prices for condominiums rising more rapidly than those for single-family 
homes or rental units (Table 2). 
 

table 2: house price index (1996 = 100)

year rental units single-FaMily houses condoMiniuMs
1996 100.0 100.0 100.0

2000 88.3 97.3 97.6

2005 104.6 111.5 118.8

2010 120.4 132.8 149.1

2011 124.0 135.6 154.4

source: Wuest & Partner

The privATe renTed secTor sTock

Two-thirds of the rental stock consists of flats with three or four rooms, 25 percent has 
one or two rooms, and 13 percent has five or more rooms. By contrast, the majority of 
individually owned dwellings have five or more rooms. Rental dwellings tend to be 
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much smaller than owner-occupied ones. Also, owner-occupied units are more often 
in better locations and have better access to public services. However, the average 
quantity and quality of housing in Switzerland is adequate and, especially in new and 
renovated buildings, very good indeed.

In general, the private rental stock offers good quality cost-efficient accommodation to 
a broad range of households. According to the 2000 census, the average available floor 
space per capita was 39m² for tenants and 50m² for homeowners. In a 1998 survey, 
eighty percent of the interviewees declared themselves to be very or largely satisfied 
with their accommodation (renters 73 percent, home owners 93 percent). As regards 
the location of the dwellings (environment, social contacts, transport, sport and lei-
sure facilities, etc.), 75 percent of respondents were very or largely content (renters 72 
percent, homeowners 86 percent). With regard to housing costs, more than 80 percent 
of the population said that they were reasonable. Nevertheless, a considerable num-
ber of households have to confront high housing expenses because new buildings are 
primarily targeted at a wealthy clientele. There is a serious lack of housing for people 
with a minority ethnic or cultural background or those with specific needs (handi-
capped, elderly, large families, etc.).

The majority of private rental stock is owned by individuals. In 1970, individuals 
owned 55 percent of all private rental dwellings. In 2000 after some small fluctuations 
the proportion was 57 percent (Haffner 2010). Even so, compared to other European 
countries, Switzerland has a large share of institutional residential landlords. The 
share of institutional investors such as pension funds, insurance companies, property 
investment companies and asset management companies rose steadily from 1950 to 
1980, although since then it has fallen. Such owners now have roughly one fifth of all 
rental stock. Within the institutional investor category, pension funds constitute the 
largest owner, with 8 percent of all rental units in 2000 (down from a peak in 1980 of 
11.7 percent). This may be largely the result of legislation that set upper limits on this 
investment: each fund may invest no more than 30 percent of its capital in residential 
buildings and no more than 5 percent in a single building.

demAnd-side subsidies for renTed housing

There are two forms of federal demand-side housing subsidies. The first is part of a 
scheme which will be phased out soon, under which some 40,000 to 50,000 households 
who live in conventionally subsidised flats still receive additional allowances. The sec-
ond is a supplementary benefit for housing costs that is paid to low-income pension-
ers; the amount paid under this scheme totals more than 400 million CHF per annum. 
A few cantons also provide limited housing allowances, and in two or three of them 
rents are deductible from income for tax purposes. Otherwise private tenants must 
pay their own way.

summAry

Because of the scarcity of other easily accessible housing options in certain towns 
and areas, demand for private rented housing is high. The tax system favours owner-
occupation only to the extent that imputed rental income is assessed at below-market 
rates. In the face of the high cost of home ownership, renting on the whole offers a 
cost-effective housing option, although the current availability of mortgages with very 
low interest rates has eroded this cost advantage.

Switzerland has some significant regulations on rent increases although not on initial 
rents. The tenant act also provides tenure security. The regulatory framework thus 
tends to support longer-term tenancies. On the supply side the incentives to invest 
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come from relative security of income and to a limited extent from expected capital 
gains. Nominal rates of return are thought to be of the order of 6 percent, which is 
high by international standards. Generally, regulation in the private rented sector in 
Switzerland is not perceived as onerous.
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