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ABSTRACT
the growth of the private rented sector (PRs) since the 2000s in countries 
with lightly regulated markets has led to significant questions over its ability 
to provide a homely environment for tenants. Much of the research in this 
area argues that legal frameworks, lack of regulation and financial motives of 
landlords are not conducive to the provision of homes which are secure, 
affordable, good quality and which offer tenants an opportunity to meet their 
health and wellbeing needs. this is despite legislative changes that seek to 
raise standards in the sector and promote greater professionalisation. this 
paper presents findings from an evidence review of research concerning home 
within the PRs across OecD countries. Rather than focusing on the experiences 
of tenants, it considers the impacts of landlord and letting agent behaviours 
on tenants’ ability to make their rented house a home. We argue that landlords 
and letting agents can play a positive role in helping their tenants create a 
home, and that this offers benefits for both landlords and renters.

KEYWORDS home; private rented sector; landlords; letting agents; wellbeing

Introduction

the cOViD-19 pandemic and related lockdowns have re-emphasised the 
importance of the home environment, as government mandates have 
shifted work, school and leisure into the home. this has generated renewed 
debate on the meaning of home across different housing circumstances 
(Byrne, 2020; Gezici Yalçın & Düzen, 2021), especially in relation to the 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2021.2019882

© 2021 the author(s). Published by Informa uK limited, trading as taylor & francis group.

CONTACT steve rolfe  steve.rolfe1@stir.ac.uk 
since the research was completed, Julie feather has become a senior lecturer in social Work at the 
university of chester.

this is an open access article distributed under the terms of the creative commons attribution-noncommercial-
noDerivatives license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, 
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, 
transformed, or built upon in any way.

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1465-7401
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3611-569X
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1806-2405
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3380-6153
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1957-5774
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2021.2019882
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19491247.2021.2019882&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-2-15
mailto:steve.rolfe1@stir.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com


2 s. ROlFe et al.

private rented sector (PRs), where research has long highlighted the chal-
lenges tenants face in ‘settling down’, and making their rented house a 
home (Bate, 2020; easthope, 2014; hoolachan et al., 2017; soaita et al., 
2020). in nations with liberalised PRs markets, governments were forced 
to introduce additional regulation, restricting landlords’ power to evict, in 
order to prevent a homelessness crisis in the middle of the pandemic 
(Byrne, 2020). these circumstances emphasise the importance of under-
standing the ways in which PRs tenants are able to feel at home and, in 
particular, the role of landlords and letting agents in influencing processes 
of home-making in nations where the sector is lightly regulated. this 
paper reports the findings from a rapid systematic review of the research 
evidence to establish what is known, and to provide pointers towards 
improved policy and practice.

Context

‘home’, is a complex and subjective concept layered by the interplay of 
‘ideal’ imaginations, the material and regulatory conditions of a dwelling 
and the practices and interactions that occur there (clapham, 2011; hulse 
& Milligan, 2014; Power & Gillon, 2019; soaita & McKee, 2019). setting 
aside the multi-scalar aspects of home as nation or neighbourhood, the 
central focus here is that ‘home’ is an emotional and meaningful rela-
tionship between people and the property where they live (clapham, 
2005; Dovey, 1985). Multidisciplinary housing literature spanning the past 
35 years has consistently highlighted common qualities that define a 
home in providing wellbeing effects (see, for example: Blunt & Dowling, 
2006; Dupuis & thorns, 1998; hiscock et al., 2001; Kearns et al., 2012; 
Mallett, 2004 ). such qualities include ontological security; haven or 
refuge from the stresses of everyday life; a comfortable space in which 
to relax and engage in care work; social status; autonomy and the impor-
tance of having a living space that can be controlled in relation to what 
can happen in it and who can and cannot enter (see Bate, 2020; 
hoolachan, 2020 for fuller summaries of this literature). ‘Making’ a home 
is an ongoing, active process which is neither automatic nor straightfor-
ward (Rivlin & Moore, 2001). crucially, this is not limited to aspects of 
physical comfort and decoration (although these are included), but also 
involves psychological and social processes of ‘settling’, developing the 
elements of haven and ontological security. importantly, the ability to 
feel at home is not merely an end in itself, since there is also significant 
evidence that the absence of these elements of home damages health 
and wellbeing (Garnham & Rolfe, 2019a; Kearns et al., 2000; Rolfe 
et al., 2020).

this should, of course, not be taken to mean that everyone experiences 
ontological security or gains wellbeing benefits from being in their ‘home’ 
property. evidence regarding the potential harms of ‘home’ (Gurney, 2021) 
has been reinforced by the increase in domestic violence during the 
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pandemic lockdowns (Kofman & Garfin, 2020), whilst some homeless peo-
ple can create a sense of ‘home’ without a property (Mccarthy, 2018). 
however, these examples do not negate the importance of ‘home’ in the 
sense we are using it here – rather they emphasise its importance and 
the ways in which people try to create a sense of home even in circum-
stances where it might seem impossible.

the PRs has received significant criticism for lacking in its provision of 
a home for tenants. short-term tenancy contracts, expensive living costs, 
poor physical conditions, and rules which prevent personalisation (e.g., 
hanging pictures on walls) or otherwise restrict how tenants can use their 
properties (e.g., no pets) combine to leave tenants feeling as though they 
do not live in a home but merely in a dwelling that belongs to someone 
else (easthope, 2014; hoolachan et al., 2017). households on the lowest 
incomes experience the sharpest end of the PRs with many enduring 
substandard conditions out of fear of having their tenancy ended by the 
landlord or because they have come to accept such conditions as normal 
(chisholm et al., 2020; McKee et al., 2020).

these issues are arguably particularly problematic in nations with a 
‘lightly regulated’ PRs (soaita et al., 2020), since landlords have greater 
flexibility regarding how they treat tenants in such contexts. Primarily 
the anglophone countries of the Global north, such nations can be 
characterised as having liberal welfare regimes (esping-andersen, 1990) 
and dualist rental systems (Kemeny, 1995), where there is a sharp divide 
between social and private renting, alongside a dominant owner occu-
pation sector. although there is ongoing debate about the evolving 
nature of rental systems, with the growing impact of financialisation in 
many previously unitary rental systems (stephens, 2020), there is still 
a significant divide between countries with relatively heavy PRs regu-
lation, such as rent controls and strong tenure security (e.g., Germany) 
and those which are more lightly regulated, with market rents and weak 
tenure security (e.g., uK, usa, australia). in the latter group, the PRs 
has grown substantially since the 2000s (soaita et al., 2020), whilst 
barriers to owner occupation have risen significantly since the Global 
Financial crisis of 2007–8. For example, in the uK the sector nearly 
doubled to 1 in 5 households in a decade (Ons, 2019), accompanied 
by increasing diversification in terms of tenants, housing growing num-
bers of low-income households, older households and families with 
children (soaita et al., 2020), although many renters aspire to be in 
other housing tenures (Mckee et al., 2017). notably, the challenges 
experienced by tenants in lightly regulated markets are highlighted by 
the growth of organisations and movements representing tenants, taking 
action to resist problematic landlords and drive policy change (Garnham 
& Rolfe, 2019b). We therefore focus particularly on lightly regulated 
markets in our review, since the evidence regarding the role of landlord 
behaviour is likely to be strongest where tenants lack the protections 
of stronger regulation.
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Despite the importance of home-making to tenants’ lived experience 
of private renting, and the elevation of ‘home’ during the pandemic, 
there has been relatively little explicit focus on the role of landlords 
(and letting agents). this is remiss, for the tenant/landlord relationship 
is critical to how renters experience home and therefore worthy of scru-
tiny. critical housing scholarship has long highlighted this is not a rela-
tionship of equals (Madden & Marcuse, 2016; McKee et al., 2020; Rex & 
Moore, 1967), especially in contexts where regulation is limited. this is 
not to say that landlords have complete freedom, since there are signif-
icant factors beyond the control of landlords, such as the policy frame-
work, the welfare system, and the wider housing market. indeed, landlords 
may feel their room for manoeuvre to be significantly constrained in the 
highly financialised housing systems characterised by light regulation. 
nor does it imply that landlord behaviour is the only factor that impacts 
on tenants’ ability to feel at home, since such outcomes are always the 
result of complex, multi-factor causal processes. nevertheless, there are 
a range of ways in which landlords can have direct and indirect impacts 
on tenants’ ability to make a home in the PRs, which are important to 
understand.

internationally, governments have recognised the need to raise stan-
dards and improve professionalism in the sector (Marsh & Gibb, 2019; 
Whitehead et al., 2012), whilst recognising that legislation is only part of 
the solution to improving conditions for private renters and ensuring 
professional management of properties. in the uK, for example, lack of 
knowledge by landlords of their responsibilities has been identified as a 
key problem in ensuring tenants are provided with good housing expe-
riences (DclG, 2009; Rugg & Rhodes, 2008). education and the sharing of 
good practice have therefore been highlighted as vital to ongoing efforts 
to raise standards and improve the professionalism of landlord/agent 
practice.

to support evidence-based best practice in the management of private 
rented housing, this paper reviews the existing evidence around the 
impacts of landlord behaviour on tenants’ ability to make a home in the 
PRs. the research questions that we set out to address are:

• What forms of landlord behaviour have an impact on PRs tenants’ 
ability to make a home in their tenancy?

• how can landlords and letting agents play a positive role in helping 
their tenants create a home in their rented property?

across both questions, we also explore whether particular groups of 
tenants are affected in different ways or to different degrees. the next 
section outlines our methodological approach in more detail. this is fol-
lowed by a discussion of our key findings and then the conclusions arising 
from the review.
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Methodology

Our study is a rapid systematic review of the literature, employing the 
rigorous search approach of more comprehensive systematic reviews, but 
placing limits on the range of included literature to fit the available time 
and resource (Featherstone et al., 2015). Based on our research questions, 
our review aimed to deliver both configurative theory generation in the 
form of synthesising the different forms of landlord behaviour which have 
been evidenced to impact on tenants’ ability to feel at home, and also 
aggregative theory exploration in the form of analysis of the degree of 
impact for different tenants (Gough et al., 2012), so far as such evidence 
is available in the literature. Despite the rapid nature of our review, the 
systematic approach delivers a rigorous and structured synthesis of the 
available evidence, providing a more robust basis for policy and practice 
development than the scoping or narrative review techniques often 
employed with primarily qualitative data (Wallace et al., 2006).

Search strategy

We began our review by conducting a systematic search of the two largest 
bibliographic databases, scopus and Web of science. three search strings 
were developed to reflect the focus of the review, drawing on team exper-
tise and suggestions from experts in the field:

1. context – terms related to the private rented sector
2. intervention – terms related to forms of landlord behaviour, such as 

repairs or communication with tenants
3. Outcome – terms related to home and home-making

each string was piloted individually and then refined to improve sen-
sitivity and specificity. the three strings were then combined and refined 
further through an iterative process of adding terms and examining addi-
tional returned items for novelty and relevance, before the final searches 
of each database were undertaken (see appendix for full search terms). 
inclusion criteria were applied to these searches, as set out in table 1.

Following removal of duplicates, papers were filtered for relevance by 
two reviewers based on title and abstract. the filtered list was reviewed 
by all team members to check whether any expected items were missing, 
but no further papers were identified at this stage.

the search of academic databases was augmented by two parallel 
searches of the grey literature. Firstly, hand searches were made of the 
websites of relevant organisations, identified based on expert knowledge 
within the review team. secondly, a simplified version of the search strings 
was utilised for a Google search, with the first 50 returns being checked 
to identify relevant reports. Grey literature was limited to post-2000, english 
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Figure 1. search process flow diagram.

language items relating to OecD countries. since grey literature is not 
formally peer-reviewed, only full research reports were considered (i.e., 
excluding briefing papers and blog posts). items were filtered for relevance 
based on title and executive summary.

Figure 1 sets out the number of items at each stage of the search 
process. a total of 72 items were included in the final review, representing 
66 unique studies (some studies reported in more than one publication). 
the complete list of studies reviewed is available here.

Table 1. Inclusion criteria.
aspect of review Decision rationale

time-period Post-2000 the turn of the century is an inflection point in the 
Prs within the uK, marking a change from 
stability/shrinkage to substantial growth.

geography oecD Housing markets and policies are substantially 
different between global north and south. oecD 
membership provides a defined list which roughly 
approximates to definitions of the global north. 
Whilst our focus is primarily on ‘lightly regulated’ 
markets, we wanted to include other global north 
countries in case there was useful comparative 
evidence regarding differently regulated markets.

language english time and resources available.
type of publication Peer-reviewed 

articles only
excluding material which has not been peer-reviewed 

for quality reasons, and also excluding books for 
reasons of time, resources and access during the 
pandemic.
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Included studies

unsurprisingly, the set of included studies is dominated by research 
focused on the uK and, more broadly, from english-speaking countries 
(Figure 2). the uK focus is inevitably influenced by the grey literature, 
which was drawn primarily from organisations focused on the uK context. 
this is partly due to the review team’s greater knowledge of relevant uK 
organisations, but also seems to indicate a greater focus on issues of 
landlord behaviour in this country, reflected in the larger number of aca-
demic sources focused on the uK. the wider concentration of studies from 
the english-speaking world is likely to be partly due to the exclusion of 
papers not written in english, but may also reflect the particular growth 
of, and issues related to, the PRs in the more liberal welfare regimes of 
anglophone countries with lightly regulated markets. notably, although 
we included all OecD countries in our search, with the intention of pro-
viding some comparison between lightly and heavily regulated markets, 
the evidence from the latter was minimal – just four papers. it is not 
possible to determine whether this is a reflection of a lower relevance of 
landlord behaviour, or a difference in research focus outside the context 
of lightly regulated markets, or simply an artefact of excluding studies 
published in languages other than english. Further, multi-lingual, studies 
may be useful in clarifying this issue.

although our search strategy looked for items published since the turn 
of the century, the included studies are heavily clustered in more recent 
years (Figure 3). this likely reflects the increasing concern about ‘generation 

Figure 2. country focus of included studies.note that some studies involve more 
than one country, so the figures in this chart add to 79 rather than 72.
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Figure 3. year of publication of included studies.

rent’ and issues of home-making in the PRs as the sector has grown and 
more households are spending longer periods in PRs tenancies.

Data extraction and synthesis

each of the selected studies was read in depth by a member of the team 
and data was extracted into a spreadsheet. Data extraction focused on 
evidence relating to forms of landlord behaviour, impacts on tenants 
regarding their ability to make a home within their tenancy, and contextual 
factors that may have affected these impacts. For landlord behaviours and 
impacts on tenants, a checklist of options was developed based on team 
expertise. this was tested on a subset of studies and extra items added 
as required. contextual factors and the main findings of each study were 
summarised and assessed descriptively. using the checklist of landlord 
behaviours as a framework, the data from the spreadsheet was then coded, 
focusing on the details of landlord actions, the impacts on tenants and 
the contextual factors which played a role.

Limitations

Given the relatively short timescale and limited resources available for this 
review, we employed parameters for our search which may have excluded 
some relevant literature. a search including publications in other lan-
guages, for example, might provide more evidence of landlord behaviours 
in other types of rental markets. however, we believe that our search is 
sufficiently comprehensive to provide valuable conclusions at least with 
regards to lightly regulated private rental markets.
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Our focus on landlord behaviour means that we have not considered 
in any depth other factors which may have an impact on tenants’ ability 
to make a home in the PRs, such as policy frameworks and market con-
ditions. however, since these have been covered in other reviews (easthope, 
2014; soaita et al., 2020), our focus on landlord behaviour aims to provide 
a complementary contribution to this existing literature. it also addresses 
a significant gap in terms of our understanding of the role of landlords 
specifically.

Findings

the evidence we reviewed was split into three broad categories of land-
lord/agent behaviour: (1) investment in the condition of the property, 
including energy efficiency measures, repairs and maintenance; (2) the 
selection process of tenants and the extent to which tenants can person-
alise the property; and (3) the ways in which landlords/agents interact 
with tenants, including situations in which tenants may be struggling with 
the rent or other aspects of their life.

Within each area, the evidence demonstrates that the behaviour of 
landlords and letting agents can impact on tenants’ ability to feel at 
home in positive or negative ways. importantly, there is strong evidence 
that tenants put substantial effort into making a home in even the most 
challenging circumstances (Barratt & Green, 2017; Fozdar & hartley, 2014) 
and it is important to bear in mind that landlord behaviour is only one 
factor which may influence home-making. nevertheless, the overall picture 
from the evidence reviewed is not merely that supportive actions by 
landlords/agents can facilitate this process, but also that some aspects 
are necessary conditions for tenants to feel at home.

Property condition
the evidence suggests that there are four inter-related aspects of landlord/
agent behaviour regarding property condition which affect the processes 
of home-making in PRs tenancies.

Investment
landlord/agent investment in property quality affects different aspects of 
home-making. Most obviously, a lack of investment in the basic property 
standard erodes the sense of comfort and relaxation which is central to 
the experience of home (hulse & saugeres, 2008; soaita & McKee, 2019). 
this lack of comfort within the property can lead to negative effects on 
mental health (Bachelder et al., 2016; Marquez et al., 2019) and, in some 
instances, to direct physical health impacts such as respiratory problems 
where there is damp or mould (Bachelder et al., 2016; Grineski & hernández, 
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2010) and injuries due to safety issues (hulse & saugeres, 2008). Poor 
property condition can also have effects beyond comfort, impacting on 
tenants’ ability to build or maintain social status and social relationships 
through mechanisms related to shame and stigma (Garnham & Rolfe, 
2019a; soaita & McKee, 2019).

notably, whilst much of the research focuses on the negative impacts 
of lack of investment and poor property quality, there is also evidence of 
the opposite process. Where landlords/agents invest in the standard of 
décor and physical fabric of their properties, this can facilitate the 
home-making process, generating positive health and wellbeing benefits 
for tenants (Garnham & Rolfe, 2019a). this is particularly true for those 
tenants who have experienced poor property quality in previous PRs 
tenancies.

in considering investment in the property, there are obviously issues 
regarding the financial implications for landlords as well as the impacts 
on tenants. there is some evidence that landlords/agents are not incen-
tivised to invest in improving the condition of their properties, especially 
in high-demand markets where rents are not strongly linked to quality 
(crook & hughes, 2001; london assembly, 2013). notably, however, more 
recent evidence indicates increasing investment by landlords/agents in 
property quality (Miu & hawkes, 2020; Rugg & Rhodes, 2018), which is a 
positive trend.

Energy efficiency
closely related to overall investment in property condition is the more 
specific issue of energy efficiency, delivered through investment in efficient 
heating systems, draught-proofing and insulation. the impacts of poor 
energy efficiency on tenants’ ability to make a home in their tenancy are 
twofold. Firstly, there are direct effects on basic comfort, particularly during 
cold weather. Properties which are difficult to heat undermine tenants’ 
comfort and therefore undermine their ability to relax and feel at home 
(ambrose, 2015; ambrose & Mccarthy, 2019; ioannis et al., 2020; Mccarthy 
et al., 2016). secondly, where tenants struggle to keep the property warm, 
there are inevitably implications for fuel costs. Particularly for those on 
low incomes, this can lead to fuel poverty and financial stress, making 
the property feel like a burden rather than a haven (ambrose, 2015; 
ambrose & Mccarthy, 2019; Bouzarovski & cauvain, 2016; let Down in 
Wales, 2014a).

again, there is evidence that landlords/agents view investment in 
energy efficiency as too costly and unlikely to produce a return in terms 
of higher rents (hope & Booth, 2014; simcock, 2018a), with investment 
on aesthetic aspects of the property seen as more likely to appeal to 
tenants than the long-term, hidden aspect of energy efficiency (ambrose 
& Mccarthy, 2019). however, recent research also suggests possible shifts 
in these metrics, with increased landlord/agent investment driven by a 
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stronger interest in energy efficiency amongst tenants and landlords/
agents for personal and global reasons (ambrose & Mccarthy, 2019; Miu 
& hawkes, 2020).

Responsive repairs
alongside the basic condition of the property, tenants’ ability to feel at 
home is significantly impacted by their experience of requesting repairs 
and the response they receive from landlords/agents. Positive landlord/
agent responses to requests and quick repairs improve comfort and, per-
haps more importantly, give tenants a sense of control which helps them 
to feel at home, generating health and wellbeing benefits (Garnham & 
Rolfe, 2019a). Moreover, this same study notes that by responding posi-
tively to repairs requests, landlords/agents may be able to identify situa-
tions in which such requests are an indicator of wider issues for tenants 
(e.g., health, income), which can be valuable early warnings about potential 
tenancy difficulties.

however, most studies evidence less positive experiences. Repairs 
being done late, not at all, or to a poor standard exacerbate the property 
condition issues outlined above, undermining tenants’ ability to feel 
comfortable and make a home (Bachelder et al., 2016; Grineski & 
hernández, 2010; hulse & saugeres, 2008). alongside these issues related 
to the repairs themselves, the evidence points to substantial impacts 
arising from the interactions between tenants and landlords/agents 
regarding repairs requests. Where tenants receive a negative or conflictual 
response to requests, this creates stress and often additional fear regard-
ing the possibility of ‘retaliatory’ evictions or rent rises. these effects 
substantially undermine tenants’ ability to feel secure and at home (Byrne 
& Mcardle, 2020; Grineski & hernández, 2010). Moreover, in such situa-
tions, tenants may avoid requesting repairs and may even leave the 
tenancy (Bachelder et al., 2016; Byrne & Mcardle, 2020; chisholm et al., 
2017, 2020; easthope, 2014; Grineski & hernández, 2010). in turn, these 
behaviours affect landlords through tenancy terminations and potentially 
deteriorating property condition, where they are not made aware of 
problems.

Particularly affected groups
some groups of tenants are especially vulnerable to difficulties in the 
home-making process due to issues related to property condition. 
unsurprisingly, there is consistent evidence that low-income tenants are 
more likely to experience problems related to lack of investment, poor 
energy efficiency and repairs, since their financial constraints inevitably 
limit the range of properties available to them (Bachelder et al., 2016; 
Barratt & Green, 2017; Grineski & hernández, 2010; hulse & saugeres, 
2008; JRF, 2017; london assembly, 2013; Mallinson, 2019; Marquez et al., 
2019; Rugg & Rhodes, 2018; smith et al., 2014; spencer et al., 2020). this 
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lack of market choice can lead to repeated moves in an attempt to secure 
better quality housing (Bachelder et al., 2016; Desmond et al., 2015), whilst 
for those with particular concerns about contact with authorities, such 
as migrant groups, there may be a preference for the alternative strategy 
of enduring poor housing conditions without complaint (Grineski & 
hernández, 2010). either strategy creates barriers to home-making and 
generates stress.

Beyond this central finding the sources point to specific groups, often 
within this larger category of low-income households, who are particularly 
affected. importantly, this needs to be considered within the wider context 
of an expanding PRs, where a wider diversity of tenants spend longer 
periods (Rugg & Rhodes, 2018; shelter cymru, 2014).

as larger numbers of older tenants are entering or remaining in the 
PRs, there is evidence of particular difficulties arising from property con-
dition issues, since older people are more likely to have pre-existing health 
conditions and may be more vulnerable to cold indoor temperatures (Bates 
et al., 2019; 2020; McKee & soaita, 2019). at the other end of the age 
spectrum, young tenants can experience specific challenges of disempow-
erment with issues related to repairs, arising from the power dynamic 
with landlords/agents, who are generally older (lister, 2004a, 2004b, 2006).

For disabled people, the limited level of accessibility in the PRs and 
landlords’ reluctance to invest in permanent adaptations for temporary 
tenants can exacerbate issues with feeling comfortable and secure in their 
property (hulse & saugeres, 2008). again, this issue is likely to increase 
as the number of tenants remaining in the PRs into older age rises over 
time (McKee & soaita, 2019).

Finally, the number of families renting privately is also increasing. there 
is evidence that the constrained property choice encountered by house-
holds with children can exacerbate property condition issues (shelter 
cymru, 2014; Walsh, 2019).

Selecting tenants and setting boundaries within the tenancy

the evidence further highlights three important features of landlord/agent 
behaviour relating to tenant selection and what tenants are allowed to 
do within their tenancy which can impact on tenants’ home-making in 
the PRs.

Discrimination
tenants’ concerns of discrimination within the tenancy selection process 
are commonly highlighted as barriers to accessing adequate housing across 
the PRs (Byrne & Mcardle, 2020; McKee & soaita, 2018). Groups of tenants 
most affected by this include those in receipt of social security benefits 
(JRF, 2017; Robertson et al., 2014; Rugg & Rhodes, 2008; simcock, 2018b; 
simcock & Kaehne, 2019), refugees and immigrants (Fozdar & hartley, 2014;  
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Mykkanen & simcock, 2018), tenants with pets (Graham & Rock, 2019; 
O’Reilly-Jones, 2019; Power, 2017; Rook, 2018; Walsh, 2019), disabled ten-
ants (Verhaeghe et al., 2016) and younger tenants (Bate, 2020; lister, 2004b; 
Pattison & Reeve, 2017).

tenants in receipt of social security benefits find it particularly difficult 
to access suitable housing due to a perceived unwillingness (Robertson 
et al., 2014) or reluctance from landlords/agents to let to benefit claimants 
(JRF, 2017; Pattison & Reeve, 2017; Rugg & Rhodes, 2008; simcock, 2018b; 
simcock & Kaehne, 2019). evidence suggests that landlords/agents may 
avoid renting to benefit claimants due to rent arrears issues with previous 
tenants (simcock, 2018b; simcock & Kaehne, 2019). a key related issue is 
the gap between actual rents and the level of rent covered by social 
security benefits, with tenants often struggling to plug the gap, affecting 
their access to housing and cause financial distress (JRF, 2017; simcock & 
Kaehne, 2019). however, discrimination in letting can also be generated 
by perceptions, rather than direct experience of financial risk on the part 
of landlords (simcock & Kaehne, 2019). nevertheless, some evidence also 
highlights positive impacts from landlords/agents signposting tenants to 
support services and understanding the need for patience in resolving 
benefits issues (Garnham & Rolfe, 2019a).

a second group of tenants who face difficulties in accessing adequate 
housing in the PRs are refugees and immigrants. in a uK-based study, 
44% of private landlords were less willing to let to tenants without a 
British passport (Mykkanen & simcock, 2018). similarly, a study in Western 
australia found that tenants with refugee status reported experiences of 
discrimination in obtaining private rental housing, especially those with 
larger families (Fozdar & hartley, 2014). the barriers facing migrants and 
refugees have long been documented in the housing studies literature as 
a pernicious form of exclusion (Mckee et al., 2021; Rex & Moore, 1967). in 
broader terms, the issues encountered by migrants and benefit claimants 
highlight the interactions with PRs regulations that increase landlord risks 
and responsibility for tenant behaviour, which tend to generate more 
discriminatory approaches to selection, and potentially surveillance and 
harassment during tenancies (Greif, 2018).

For younger tenants, perceived aspects of discriminatory practice arise 
in the relationships and interactions that they have with their landlords. 
Being perceived as ‘children’ (lister, 2004a) and ‘less responsible tenants’ 
(Bate, 2020) impacts on younger tenants’ sense of control within their 
tenancy, affecting their wellbeing . although landlords’ intentions may be 
to encourage, support and guide younger tenants’ behaviours, tenants 
can view this as ‘unfair’ and ‘over-controlling’ (lister, 2004a). the evidence 
further suggests that landlords are more reluctant to let to younger people 
who are claiming benefits due to concerns about managing the accom-
modation and financial loss (Pattison & Reeve, 2017).

Whilst there is relatively little literature regarding disabled tenants, there 
is evidence to suggest that landlords and letting agents discriminate 
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against visually impaired applicants in tenant selection (Verhaeghe 
et al., 2016).

Pets
For many tenants, the ‘human-companion animal relationship’ they have 
with their pets is fundamental to their ability to make a home in the PRs 
(Rook, 2018; soaita & McKee, 2019). Yet, ‘pet-friendly’ tenancies are difficult 
to find in the PRs and tenants who own pets are another group who face 
significant challenges in accessing private rental accommodation (Bate, 
2020; carlisle-Frank et al., 2005; Graham & Rock, 2019; O’Reilly-Jones, 2019; 
Power, 2017). Moreover, these issues are exacerbated when combined with 
other forms of discrimination, with african-american pet owners facing 
greater challenges than white pet owners (Rose et al., 2020). in comparison 
to non-pet owners, pet-owners can take up to seven times longer to rent 
a home (O’Reilly-Jones, 2019; Rook, 2018). low property availability limits 
choice and can lead to tenants accepting rental properties in poor con-
dition and in less desirable and/or more expensive areas (carlisle-Frank 
et al., 2005; Graham et al., 2018; Graham & Rock, 2019; O’Reilly-Jones, 2019; 
Power, 2017; Rook, 2018; Walsh, 2019), which can impact on the sense of 
control and autonomy that tenants have over their housing and their 
ability to make a home (chisholm et al., 2017; Graham et al., 2018; Power, 
2017). additionally, tenants who choose not to declare their pets to their 
landlords worry about their housing security due to the risk of eviction 
(Power, 2017). there is some evidence to suggest that hiding pets from 
landlords across successive tenancies can impact on tenants’ wellbeing 
(soaita & McKee, 2019), or difficult decisions between having to give up 
their pet or move out and risk becoming homeless (O’Reilly-Jones, 2019; 
Rook, 2018).

Whilst much of the research focuses on the negative aspects of rental 
for tenants who own pets, there is some evidence that landlords do see 
the value of ‘pet-friendly’ tenancies in creating stability and length of 
tenure (Graham et al., 2018; shelter, 2016), as well as data to show these 
effects in practice (carlisle-Frank et al., 2005). Pre-tenancy meetings with 
pets, professional assessments and pet references can assist landlords/
agents to make decisions regarding potential tenants with pets (Graham 
et al., 2018).

Personalisation
the evidence further indicates that some tenants find it easier to feel at 
home when they are allowed to decorate and personalise their rented 
homes. there is strong evidence that tenants strive to ‘make a home’ 
through personalisation of ‘space’ and use of objects which symbolise 
aspects of their self-identity (soaita & McKee, 2019; Walsh, 2019). allowing 
personalisation of a rented home offers tenants more stability (shelter, 
2016), security of tenure (easthope, 2014) and increases the likelihood 
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that they will look after the property (hiscock et al., 2001). however, where 
personalisation of the home is not permitted, tenants lack autonomy and 
control, impacting on their ability to feel safe, secure and settled in their 
rented home (chisholm et al., 2017; easthope, 2014; McKee et al., 2020). 
insecurity of tenure and financial constraints also affect home-making 
practices, since tenants concerned about having to move on or worried 
about finances may be unable to personalise their properties (easthope, 
2014; Garnham & Rolfe, 2019a; soaita & McKee, 2019).

Landlord-tenant relationships

the relationship with landlords and letting agents is central to tenants’ 
ability to make a home in the PRs. the literature highlights however that 
this relationship is by no means an equal one, with properties often 
regarded as ‘assets’ as opposed to renters’ ‘homes’ (Madden & Marcuse, 
2016; McKee et al., 2020). the dynamic of this relationship featured as an 
overarching theme across the evidence base which affected many of the 
aspects already discussed. Four key characteristics of landlord/agent 
behaviour are important.

Engagement
the way in which landlords/agents engage and communicate with their 
tenants can positively or negatively influence tenants’ experiences and 
outcomes in the PRs. examples of poor engagement include not treating 
tenants as responsible in relation to property maintenance (holdsworth, 
2011), not offering support to tenants who may be experiencing difficulties 
(smith et al., 2014) and employing controlling or surveillance style strat-
egies to control and regulate tenants and their use of property (lister, 
2004a; Mallinson, 2019). Power differentials between tenants and landlords/
agents can undermine tenants’ sense of control over their home environ-
ment, with the ultimate risk of tenancies breaking down (Bachelder et al., 
2016; Byrne & Mcardle, 2020; let Down in Wales, 2014b; lister, 2004a; 
Mallinson, 2019). notably, these power differentials can create a tension 
for tenants between quiet acquiescence and active reporting of property 
issues, as they feel obliged to perform elements of ‘stewardship of home’ 
in order to be seen as a ‘good tenant’ by their landlord (Power & 
Gillon, 2020).

however, the evidence also highlights examples of good practice in 
relation to engagement and communication with tenants. Responding to 
tenant concerns and requests for repairs in a consistent and timely way 
supports the relationship (lister, 2004a), whilst feeling respected and that 
their individual needs are understood by landlords/agents is also important 
to tenants (Garnham & Rolfe, 2019a). Where landlords/agents approach 
tenants in this way, it offers tenants greater autonomy and control, making 
it more likely that they will stay for the long term (lister, 2004a).
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Inspections
tenants experience problems when landlords/agents access the property 
without their permission or make unannounced inspections, as this gen-
erates feelings of insecurity and lack of control (let Down in Wales, 2014 b; 
lister, 2004a; shelter cymru, 2014; soaita & McKee, 2019). By contrast, 
where inspections are done sensitively, recognising tenants’ rights and 
cultural needs, tenants are more able to feel relaxed and safe, and hence 
to make a home in their tenancy (soaita & McKee, 2019).

Rent changes and flexibility
significant increases to rents, especially in the current context where the 
pandemic has exacerbated employment and financial difficulties, can fur-
ther impact on tenants’ home-making practices. sharp or unexpected rent 
rises can lead to tenants’ having to move frequently, in some instances 
becoming homeless (holdsworth, 2011; hulse & saugeres, 2008). Moreover, 
there is evidence of landlord harassment of tenants in situations where 
regulation precludes significant rent increases within the tenancy, aiming 
to ‘encourage’ long-standing tenants to move on (izuhara & heywood, 
2003). Whilst recognising the financial pressures on landlords/agents, the 
evidence suggests that flexibility around arrears repayment can sometimes 
ensure greater stability of long-term rental income (Garnham & Rolfe, 
2019a). notably, we uncovered no evidence of rent reduction, although 
it would be interesting to explore whether landlords have considered this 
in the context of the pandemic.

Tenancy length
the length of tenure offered also affects relationships between tenants 
and landlords/agents, with implications for home-making. long-term ten-
ancies support the development of trust and encourage both parties to 
maintain relationships and resolve difficulties (holdsworth, 2011; 
lister, 2004a).

By contrast, short-term tenancies and risks relating to ‘no fault evictions’ 
undermine housing security and prevent effective home-making (easthope, 
2014; hiscock et al., 2001; holdsworth, 2011; hulse & saugeres, 2008; 
Mallinson, 2019; McKee & soaita, 2019; Robertson et al., 2014; Rugg & 
Rhodes, 2008; shelter, 2016; smith et al., 2014; Walsh, 2019). these inse-
curities impact on tenants’ connections with their local communities, which 
is especially difficult for families with children in school (chisholm et al., 
2017; holdsworth, 2011; hulse & saugeres, 2008; McKee & soaita, 2019; 
shelter, 2016; Vobecká et al., 2014). tenants’ lack of control over housing, 
frequent moves, and related financial costs can create stress and anxiety, 
impacting on physical and mental health, as well as parenting capacity 
(hulse & saugeres, 2008; JRF, 2017; McKee et al., 2020; McKee & soaita, 
2018; Morris et al., 2017; smith et al., 2014).
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the evidence strongly suggests that increasing the security of tenure 
for PRs tenants through long-term or open-ended tenancies, supports 
tenants’ ability to make a home in the PRs (hiscock et al., 2001; shelter, 
2005; Walsh, 2019). indeed, in some national contexts (e.g., scotland), 
governments have intervened to address this concern. nonetheless, land-
lords/agents can face challenges themselves in relation to offering longer 
tenancies. in the uK for example, these include the implications of time 
and resources required to regain possession of properties (simcock, 2018c), 
and lenders placing restrictions on ‘buy-to-let’ mortgages which limit ten-
ancy length (london assembly, 2013).

Conclusion

the ability of tenants to make a home in the PRs is increasingly import-
ant, given the growth and diversification of the sector across many 
countries, coupled with the increased time spent at home due to cOViD-
19 restrictions and the possibility that some elements of working from 
home seem likely to persist. there have been multiple reviews of ‘home’ 
within the inter-disciplinary literature over the last 35 years, demon-
strating the importance of home-making for wellbeing, but with little 
focus on the role of landlords/agents. Our paper seeks to make a pos-
itive contribution here, drawing out lessons to be learned across dif-
ferent national contexts. Whilst we focus particularly on countries with 
lightly regulated PRs markets where the evidence appears to be stron-
gest, we contend that our findings will have relevance to a much wider 
range of contexts, albeit that tighter regulatory frameworks may limit 
the role of landlord behaviour in influencing tenants’ ability to 
make a home.

Our review of the international evidence suggests three broad categories 
of landlord and letting agent behaviour that can make a real difference. 
Firstly, we draw attention to the condition of the property and the pivotal 
role of landlord investment and being responsive to repairs. the quality 
of the property has a significant impact on tenants’ sense of comfort, 
relaxation, and health and wellbeing. it also has knock-on effects for status, 
stigma and tenants’ ability to maintain social relationships. For some ten-
ants, difficulties in having repairs addressed can cause them to leave the 
property, whilst others worry about highlighting problems for fear of a 
retaliatory eviction. conversely, involving tenants in the standard of décor 
and upgrading of the property can bring positive benefits, with growing 
interest in energy efficiency measures noted in the literature. at present, 
however, there is little incentive in lightly regulated markets for landlords 
to invest in their properties, with many continuing to view it as an ‘asset’ 
as opposed to someone’s ‘home’.

a second key area relates to selecting tenants and setting boundaries 
within the tenancy in terms of what tenants are allowed to do. 
Discrimination in the selection process remains a longstanding theme in 



18 s. ROlFe et al.

the literature, with low-income households, refugee and migrant groups 
and young people being particularly affected. Keeping pets has also 
emerged as a key issue, with governments becoming increasingly inter-
ested in this aspect of the tenancy agreement (see for example, the pet-
friendly changes to the model tenancy (MhclG, 2021)). Perhaps not 
surprisingly, tenants feel most at home when they can personalise, dec-
orate and make the property feel like their own. having autonomy and 
control, which also includes security of tenure, is a recurring theme in the 
literature. Whilst some governments (e.g., scottish Government) have 
sought to legislate to ensure longer and/or more open-ended tenancies 
they nonetheless remain on quite different trajectories in terms of regu-
lation, which has implications for tenants’ rights and experiences of private 
renting.

thirdly and finally, we identify the landlord-tenant relationship as central 
to how renters experience their home. the literature has long-highlighted 
this is not a relationship of equals, especially in high-demand rental mar-
kets where landlords can afford to be more selective. But there are some 
things landlords (and agents) can do to support their tenants: sensitive 
inspections, clear and timely communication, and flexibility around arrears 
repayments to highlight a few. ultimately, however, this remains a rela-
tionship governed by the market, which leaves low-income and margin-
alised groups – who typically have more constrained ‘choices’ – vulnerable 
to unscrupulous and poor practice.

changes to these aspects of landlord and letting agent behaviour 
have the potential to radically improve the experience of ‘home’ for PRs 
tenants, but the challenge lies in making them happen. especially in 
lightly regulated markets (such as the anglophone countries), where 
the PRs is dominated by small-scale, part-time landlords, professional-
ising the sector and influencing landlord behaviour is far from simple. 
attempting to incorporate a legal conception of ‘home’ (Fox, 2002) into 
regulatory frameworks may be beneficial, but, crucially, many of the 
behaviours we have highlighted may not be amenable to legislative 
influence, would cost little and may arguably benefit landlords (and 
agents) through tenancy sustainment and early identification of prob-
lems with the property. Delivering change therefore needs to involve 
a mix of regulation, education and sharing good practice, to motivate 
landlords and enable tenants to make a home in the PRs. since our 
study focuses on the impacts, rather than causes, of landlord behaviour, 
there is a need for further research into the factors influencing land-
lords’ treatment of tenants and the potential policy and practice 
instruments which would be effective in different national contexts. 
the role of renters’ movements in driving such change in landlord 
behaviour and related regulation would also be an interesting area 
for study, building on this review. in addition, there would be value 
in research, possibly including multi-lingual reviews, to elucidate the 
role of landlord behaviours in different markets and regulatory 
contexts.
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