Partners will agree a single platform for accreditations, reviews and ratings and actively seek to promote this to students and landlords
This paper will cover the Students’ Unions’ perspective on Reviews, Rating and Accreditation of student housing in Nottingham, our evaluation of their potential effectiveness and the resource required to get the most out of any scheme. Although this action from the Student Living Strategy conflates accreditation with reviews and ratings and there are some similarities in the execution, they would be two separate workstreams and will be dealt as such here, with a focus on reviews and ratings as there are already accreditation schemes in operation in the city.
Executive Summary
The two areas that would need the most focus to ensure maximum coverage by any platform are gathering reviews from students and promoting those reviews to students as they are looking at accommodation for the year ahead.
Difficulties are presented by the variety of websites students use to find housing, making it hard to embed reading reviews as part of the typical students search, and the varied timing of when students look for rooms throughout the year (sometimes too early for recent reviews to be completed). There is an overwhelming challenge presented by the lack of a competitive market in Nottingham, reducing the number of properties students view before signing a contract and increasing the likelihood a ‘poor quality’ property will be let regardless of if/ how it is reviewed.
The view from other cities which have already embedded or are in the process of implementing such a review platform is that it is a helpful tool to assist in other work surrounding accommodation quality, but that it is difficult to achieve market change with regards to quality.
Regarding accreditation schemes, they need a high-level of standards and to guarantee a high degree of inspection to be effective. It is unlikely to become a determining factor for students unless there is a greater surplus of housing supply allowing real choice.
Review Platforms
There are two primary platforms in use currently as housing review websites: Unipol/ Rate Your Landlord and Marks Out of Tenancy. Both have experience working in Nottingham/ with organisations in the city with various degrees of positivity, albeit Unipol only as a housing and accreditation provider. Other SUs have operated their own bespoke review platforms in the past, sometimes in collaboration with their own or external listing platforms such as STURents, but all of the known examples appear to now be defunct. 
There is a sense that these systems are most effective when reviews are easily accessible when viewing potential properties, for example when coupled with a listings platform with a dominant market position i.e. a university listings portal, or when landlords themselves are encouraged to display their reviews across the listing sites (implying those without have something to hide). Neither of these are currently the status quo in Nottingham and would require a significant shift in either student behaviour (not to mention the development of a listings platform) or in landlord/ property agent behaviour when listing properties.
Unipol/ Rate your Landlord
Rate Your Landlord is probably the best known and with the most serious corporate backing from the accommodation charity and property provider Unipol. Whilst this additional backing increases the expertise and sustainability of the whole organisation, the dominance of rental income – which makes up 88% of Unipol’s total – increases its precedence as an organisational priority. 
As it operates in other cities, Rate Your Landlord relies heavily on promotion and ‘legwork’ by the SUs gathering the reviews, as well as a financial contribution from those it ‘partners’ with. All reviews are moderated by staff and the landlord is notified whenever a review is published to give them a ‘right to reply’ for 5 days before the review is published. For the SUs perspective, this can disincentivise students from submitting honest reviews: Section 21 eviction will still be a threat for the foreseeable future, and notifying the landlord that a current tenant has reviewed their property or conduct poorly is unlikely to improve the current tenant’s situation, and they may fear reprisal.
Other Students’ Unions who have partnered with Unipol typically report a positive experience, although this is also usually qualified by the amount of effort they have (or haven’t) put in; Specifically, one SU reported that whilst it had been successful in dedicating promotional resources and officer time to promoting it, their fellow SU in the same city had not and had very little response from students as a result. Another SU reflected that it had been a useful tool in the conversation with students about housing, including in advice cases, and that the ‘free week’s rent’ competitions were effective, but they felt it was held back by the lack of strategic commitment as an organisational priority (although they were/ are in the process of elevating it as a priority). No SU spoken with had any measure for the impact of the scheme beyond the number of reviews gathered, although there were anecdotal stories of students finding it useful during the process of viewing properties.
Marks Out Of Tenancy
Like Rate Your Landlord, MOOT’s partnership requires a lot of promotion and effort to gather reviews. It is notable that Nottingham is one of the most reviewed cities on the platform, probably due to the effort that both UoNSU and NTSU put in at the time of its launch gathering reviews with physical campaigns on campus. However, many of these reviews are still on the website 4 years after originally being placed, which may be less relevant than they were.
They also had an agreement with Nottingham City Council (funded through money from the then MHCLG) to develop tools to enable identification of unlicensed properties and properties in breach of licence conditions or with HHSRS hazards. It was also suggested these tools could be used to suggest to tenants where there may be some form of redress available to them and refer them to advice services. MOOT on behalf of NCC were about to embark on a programme of gathering reviews door-to-door when the pandemic hit in 2020.
MOOT is a relatively small operation, with only 1-2 permanent staff and – according to accounts placed with companies house – an uncertain path to a positive balance sheet.


Objectives
To improve the overall quality of student properties through increasingly the proportion of consumers (tenants) making an informed choice.
For this to be an effective mechanism for motivating change in the market, this requires:
· Critical mass of reviewed properties
· Availability during house-hunting periods
· High degree of tenant awareness
Challenges
· Supporting effective choice with low vacancy rates
· Maintaining up to date ratings
· Variation in when new lets are agreed 
Opportunities
· Housing Fairs
· Community Engagement Ambassadors (UoN)
· Digital Screens (NTU)
· MyNottingham/MyNTU App
· UPP App (Primarily NTU)

Example Comms Plan:
	Month
	Action 
	Resource

	September
	Welcome events and Fresher’s Fairs @ NTSU
Clifton, City x2
Welcome events and  Fairs @ UoNSU
X2
	Tablecloth, Posters, Leaflets > 2500
Freebies 
Staff Time: 40 hours – 80 hours

	November 
	Housing Fairs @ NTSU and UoNSU
Promotion outside fairs
Social Media
Uni newsroom and apps
	Staff time: 10 hours 
1000 leaflets 
Social Media spend (Promoted by the platform)

	January
	Housing Fair 2 @ UoNSU
	5 hours staff time
300 leaflets

	May
	Campus ‘Activation’
Social Media
Off Campus Student Engagement teams
	Full week x2-3 staff 
Leaflet drops by off campus teams 
Social media as part of moving out campaign
Uni newsrooms and screens




Conclusion – Review Platforms
Given the current financial environment a clear plan would need to be in place for any providers or partners involved, measuring impact for students and the return on the investment. At UoNSU and NTSU we would consider such a review platform as a ‘nice to have’ rather than an essential tool and we do not believe partners should prioritise it over more effective uses of limited resource, nor are we in the position to dedicate the resources it would require.
With this in mind, we will not be making a recommendation nor endorsement of a single provider of reviews/ ratings. If we move to a position where all partners including ourselves are able to prioritise such a scheme, we would want to see a project plan from prospective platforms including:
· Commitments to maintain the platform
· Expected outcomes and theory of change
· Targets for improvement in housing quality and landlord/ letting agent behaviour
Additional Considerations:
The extent of quality issue in the private rented sector are well documented, and the problems in Nottingham specifically are evidenced by the extent of issues found in licensing inspections. We do not think voluntary methods of compliance are sufficient nor likely to drive improvement whilst price remains a primary motivating factor for students in a market with such a low vacancy rate and short void periods. This favours landlords and encourages a sole focus on profit. There are no indications rents will become more affordable for students which will further reduce their capability of making an informed choice.
Whilst any review platform or accreditation scheme will benefit from organisational support, there are also risks to the reputation and trust of the Students’ Union/ University that needs to be managed with a high degree of certainty that reviews will be acted upon/ quality ensured. 
Accreditation Schemes:
Although not dealt with in detail here, accreditation schemes have some similar learnings to review schemes, particularly on their usefulness as a tool for informing consumer choice, the opportunities they present and the challenges they face. It is easier to motivate landlord participation if there is a financial incentive for involvement such as the discount on property licenses found in Nottingham or an advantage advertising through a university or SU approved/ promoted property listing, such as De Montfort Students’ Union and University of Leicester Students’ Unions’ own listings platform SULets which only advertises approved properties. 
Our officers have been involved in the Unipol Code review, and the reflections from that process is that the specifics of the conditions are secondary to the ability to enforce it, which currently does not exceed the enforcement capabilities of the council. 
UoNSUs Advice Centre continues to see properties held by ‘accredited landlords’, and whilst Unipol can be useful tool in some disputes we believe all properties should be individually inspected in order to be accredited as having met the required quality. Building on the successful work already regarding licensing status, accreditation status should be added to NCC’s ‘myProperty’ portal, along with links to the expected standards and routes to redress.
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