
 

Renter Marginals: the housing crisis and Election 2020 

 

Executive Summary 

Ignoring renters could cost the Conservative Party the next election, according to analysis of 

demographic trends and the new Parliamentary landscape. 

On current trends, a third of parliamentary seats – including 96 held by the Tories – could be 

decided by the renter vote in 2020, but aside from vague plans to increase home ownership, the 

government currently has no plans to improve the lives of renters.  

By the next General Election, there will be enough floating voters who rent to overturn the current 

majority in 231 constituencies.  

Based on an October 2014 analysis of the 2001 and 2011 censuses, Generation Rent predicts that 

the proportion of the population renting from social and private landlords will rise from 35% in 2011 

to 39% by 2021. 104 seats having more renters than homeowners, compared with 65 in 2011.  

Renters are more likely to be floating voters than owner occupiers. A poll by Survation found that 

23% of owner occupiers considered themselves likely to vote for a different party at future elections 

from the one they planned to vote for on 7th May. In comparison, 30% of private renters and 31% of 

social renters gave this answer. 

Using Office for National Statistics electorate records, and the assumption that 30% of the renter 

population will consider voting for another party in future, Generation Rent has estimated the size 

of the floating renter vote in each seat by 2020 and identified those where it could have an impact. 

Of the 231 new “Renter Marginals”, 96 are held by the Conservatives; Labour has 102, the SNP 15, 

the Lib Dems 7 (all but 1 of their MPs), UKIP and Plaid Cymru 1 apiece, with 8 in Northern Ireland. 

The same Survation poll found that while 63% of private renters want to move into owner 

occupation or social housing in the next five years, two thirds of those think that is unlikely to 

happen – equivalent to 1.95m of the UK’s 4.75m private renter households.  

During the election campaign, Chancellor George Osborne set the government a target of 500,000 

first time buyers per year – a rate not seen since 2002.  

If the Conservatives want to reverse the decline of home ownership they are going the wrong way 

about it. Their plans to subsidise demand for homes will only exacerbate the house price bubble and 

the number of people stuck renting will continue to rise. If they want to stay in power, they need to 

offer a better deal to the millions who have no option but to rent for years to come – while taking 

meaningful steps to increase house building. 

With the housing crisis set to deepen on current trajectories, Generation Rent has offered the 

government a strategy to fix the housing crisis focusing on better regulation, investment, and 

weaning the country off rising house prices, pushed through with strong political leadership. 

  



Introduction 

With the election over and returned to power with a majority of 12, David Cameron will now reset 

his political priorities. Leaving aside the EU and questions about Mr Cameron’s successor, the 

Conservative Party’s essential task in government is to improve the lives of enough voters to win the 

next General Election in 2020.  

By that point, it will find itself courting an electorate that will have changed in one significant way 

over the previous two decades: fewer people will own their homes. 

In October 2014, Generation Rent published “Renter Power”, an analysis of changes in tenure 

within parliamentary constituencies between the 2001 and 2011 censuses. This found that the 

number of seats with more renters than home owners will increase from 38 in 2001 to 65 in 2011. 

Generation Rent extrapolated the numbers to predict that if trends continued in the present 

decade, 104 seats would be renter majorities. In the population as a whole, renters will have risen 

from 32% in 2001 to 39% in 20211. 

The Conservative Party is not ignorant of this trend. As a party that has traditionally enjoyed higher 

levels of support among home owners, it is keen to reverse the decline of home ownership. As a 

result, its manifesto outlined a number of policies intended to encourage people to buy their first 

home, including homes to be sold at a discount to first time buyers, a Help to Buy ISA which tops up 

a first time buyer’s savings by 25% when they put down their deposit, and an expanded Right to Buy 

scheme targeted at housing association tenants2.  

During the election campaign, George Osborne set the government a target of 500,000 first time 

buyers a year3. This rate has not been seen since 20024, when the average first home cost £104,000 

– today it stands at £206,0005. The uncomfortable truth for anyone who wants to recreate the 

conditions of 2002 is that house prices must fall. 

The housing crisis is the result of demand outstripping supply. Cutting stamp duty, providing access 

to more mortgage credit and helping out with deposits – all things the Conservatives did in the last 

parliament – merely create more demand. They add to the money available to buy property, do 

nothing to create more of it, and prices continue to rise. Even the paltry 200,000 starter homes sold 

at a discount will still be sold at whatever price people are willing to pay. Tight lending criteria and 

high prices mean that none of the government’s schemes will help someone buy a house when the 

bank won’t lend them more than three times their earnings. Despite Osborne’s good intentions, 

many people will be stuck renting for the foreseeable future.  

Generation Rent commissioned a poll from Survation in April 2015, which found that 63% of private 

renters wanted to move to a different tenure in the next five years – 55% wanted to buy and 8% 

wanted a social home6. Only 35% of this group felt that their desired tenure was achievable. That 

means that out of 4.75m private renter households, nearly 2m are stuck in an unsuitable tenure. 

Unless the government can arrest rising house prices, this outlook is unlikely to change. And to date, 

the government has failed to explain what it will do for thwarted first time buyers and people on the 

council waiting list. 

                                                           
1 http://www.generationrent.org/renter_power  
2 http://www.generationrent.org/what_are_the_parties_offering_renters  
3 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/general-election-2015/11515683/George-Osbornes-housing-revolution-
election-pledge.html  
4 http://www.cml.org.uk/cml/media/press/307  
5 http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/hpi/house-price-index/march-2015/index.html  
6 http://survation.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Final-Generation-Rent-tables-Apr.pdf  
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Generation Rent believes that people prefer home ownership and social renting because it’s better 

value, more secure and easier to put down roots in a local community. If private renting offered the 

same, then it would become a tenure of choice to many more people, so we are calling for reforms 

to realise this. Unfortunately the government has no such plans.  

We decided to look at the electoral implications of this neglect, given the increasing political power 

of the renter vote at the next election.   



Methodology 

In October 2014, we published “Renter Power”, analysis which estimated the size of the renter 

population in each parliamentary constituency by the 2021 census. This was based on the 2001 and 

2011 censuses, with the growth of population as a whole and the growth of the population renting 

(from private and social landlords) extrapolated for each ward.  

We forecast that the number of constituencies with more renters than home owners would grow 

from 65 in 2011 to 104 in 2021. 

We used these numbers to estimate the number of voters in private or social renting in each 

constituency based on ONS figures for December 20137. If we take Ipswich as an example, the ONS 

records 76,092 voters registered in December 2013. In 2021 we predict that 52.27% of the 

population will be renting (up from 36% in 2001 and 43% in 2011) so we estimate the number of 

renting voters will be 39,773. This could be a conservative estimate as the size of the electorate is 

likely to rise over the intervening six years. 

We commissioned Survation to find the propensity for voters in a certain tenure to vote for 

different parties – “floating voters”. The poll found that 23% of owner occupiers considered 

themselves likely to vote for a different party at future elections from the one they planned to vote 

for on 7th May. In comparison, 30% of private renters and 31% of social renters gave this answer. A 

previous poll in March 2014 by ComRes found that 35% of private renters “tend to change which 

party I vote for between different General Elections”8.  

We used the 30% figure to estimate the size of the floating renter vote in 2020. We then compared 

these numbers with the new majority in each seat to tell us how many seats would be at risk if the 

government failed to take adequate steps to solve the housing crisis. In Ipswich 30% of the renter 

vote is 11,932 – far greater than the 3733 votes that the Conservative candidate Ben Gummer won 

his seat by on 7th May. 

This analysis is based on existing seats. The Government has indicated its intention to redraw the 

Parliamentary map, and this will inevitably affect the number of seats affected by the renter vote. We 

intend to carry out further analysis once new boundaries are agreed. 

In our original Renter Power report, we were unable to compare Scottish constituency populations 

between 2001 and 2011 because of extensive ward changes, so we have used 2011 figures. 

  

                                                           
7 http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/pop-estimate/electoral-statistics-for-uk/2014/index.html  
8 http://www.generationrent.org/generation_rent_decide_2015_election  
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Findings 

In total, there are 231 seats in the UK where we predict the floating renter vote in 2020 will be 

higher than the majority in the May 2015 General Election. We have called these “Renter Marginals” 

as shorthand. 

Labour holds 102 of these seats – more than any other party. This should not come as a surprise as 

Labour is traditionally more popular among renters and the Conservatives are more popular among 

home owners. The average size of the renter population in seats the parties control bears this out: 

in Labour-held seats an average 41% of the 2011 population rented (up from 40% in 2010); in 

Conservative-held seats an average 28% rented (unchanged since 2010). 

However, the Conservatives are not far behind, holding 96 Renter Marginals. Seven of the Liberal 

Democrats’ eight seats are Renter Marginals.  

Overall, seats the Conservative Party won in the 2015 General Election had an average renter 

population in 2011 of 28%. This rises to 34% in Renter Marginals held by the party. Labour’s Renter 

Marginals have the same average proportion of renters – 41% – as their safe seats. 

By the next General Election, the Conservatives will be defending Renter Marginals with an average 

38% renter population – close to the national figure we have forecast, assuming there is no reversal 

of the housing crisis.  

The Conservatives have 90 second places among the Renter Marginals, to Labour’s 88 – the Liberal 

Democrats have 28, while UKIP has 11. 

Party Held Second 

place 

Conservative 96 90 

Labour 102 88 

Lib Dem 7 28 

SNP 15 3 

DUP 3 2 

UKIP 1 11 

Green 1 1 

Plaid Cymru 1 1 

Sinn Fein 1 3 

SDLP 2 0 

UUP 2 2 

Alliance 0 1 

Independent  0 1 

  

London has the most Renter Marginals, followed by the North West and the West Midlands. 

Renters could also hold significant sway in Scotland and Wales where there are 18 Renter Marginals 

in each country. 

 Renter 

Marginals 

Conservative Labour Other 

London 33 13 19 1 

North West 30 10 19 1 

West Midlands 25 8 17 0 

South East 21 17 3 1 

East Midlands 19 11 8 0 



Scotland 18 1 1 16 

Wales 18 5 11 2 

South West 18 14 4 0 

Yorkshire 17 5 10 2 

East of England 15 10 3 2 

North East  8 2 6 0 

Northern Ireland 8   8 

 

In Northern Ireland there are eight Renter Marginals split between the parties – the Democratic 

Unionists hold three, the Ulster Unionists and Sinn Fein hold two apiece and the Social Democrat 

and Labour Party holds one. 

A full list of the seats can be found online here. For each seat we have provided a house price-to-

income ratio to indicate affordability of home ownership. For England and Wales, these have been 

provided by the National Housing Federation and are based on mean house prices from the Land 

Registry and mean gross incomes from the Office for National Statistics’ Annual Survey of Hours and 

Earnings.  

For Northern Ireland we do not have local earnings figures so the local affordability ratios are based 

on a national figure. House prices are based on local authority. For Scotland we do not have house 

prices by constituency so have used local authority figures for each. For the following seats, which 

straddle two or more local authorities, we took an average of the house price: 

 Ayr, Carrick & Cumnock 

 Central Ayrshire 

 Cumbernauld, Kilsyth & Kirkintilloch East 

 Dumfries & Galloway 

 Dundee East 

 Dundee West 

 Linlithgow & East Falkirk 

  

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/npto/pages/1485/attachments/original/1432048067/Renter_Marginals.xlsx?1432048067


Conclusion 

In order to defend their 96 Renter Marginal seats, the Conservatives are gambling that they will halt 

the decline in home ownership over the next five years and create a new generation of Tory-inclined 

home-owning voters to keep them in power. All the signs – from house prices to the Conservatives’ 

timid plans for the housing market – indicate that this is a fantasy.  

Instead of shunning the growing number of individuals and families who have no option but to rent, 

the Conservatives could set out to improve the private rented sector so that it starts to offer all the 

things that give home ownership its superior status: stability, value for money, autonomy and a 

connection to one’s local area. This requires acceptance of the inadequacy of a private rented sector 

designed as little more than a lucrative hobby for its suppliers. Homes are currently being provided 

by amateurs who have the right to kick out their tenants for no reason, raise the rent by whatever 

they feel like, and have few obligations to provide comfortable and safe accommodation. 

The opportunity for the Conservatives to bolster consumer rights for renters and make renting a 

genuine choice – while protecting society’s most vulnerable – is huge. Not only could it cling on to 

the majority it has won, but it could also win Renter Marginals where it lies in second place. 

The findings show that Labour cannot be complacent either. Another party with a better offer to 

renters – from left or right – could sweep in and deny it a clutch of seats in 2020. 

London is where the housing crisis is at its most acute and the renter vote could be decisive in 34 

seats – failure to deliver a better housing market and losing renters’ support could cost the 

Conservatives up to 13 seats and Labour 20 seats. A further 26 seats will have more renters than 

home owners by 2020 but are held with relatively large majorities.  

That makes 60 London MPs who have a strong interest in improving conditions for renters. They 

should be putting pressure on the government and candidates for their respective parties’ mayoral 

nomination to adopt policies which will make London a better place to rent. This includes policies 

that can be implemented by the Mayor upon election, and demands for greater powers from 

Westminster. For those London MPs in Renter Marginals, the success of the next mayor could be 

critical to their survival in 2020.  

Building more houses and improving regulation in the private rented sector will ultimately help 

renters at all levels of the income scale, but the government and the London Mayor must have 

strategies to end the housing crisis and act fast on them.  

Generation Rent has published a set of policies that should be in the Queens Speech which address 

the poor regulation of private rented housing, the enormous cost of building new houses, and the 

lack of funding for genuinely affordable homes. “A Queen’s Speech for Housing”, published with 

support from CWU Youth, sets out a coherent and focused plan to expand supply while also giving 

renters a better deal9.  

We are already calling on party leaders to adopt our proposals. This analysis of the new marginal 

seats helps us identify who stands to lose their seat if the parties allow the housing crisis to spin 

further out of control.   

                                                           
9 http://www.generationrent.org/demand_a_queens_speech_on_housing  
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