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SUMMARY

Shelter Scotland commissioned research into the prevalence of, and reasons
behind, landlord attitudes to renters who receive Housing Benefit as part of a
response to concerns raised by private renters as part of our Private Renting
Project.

The research showed there is strong evidence that ‘No DSS’ policies are a
significant issue for many private renters in Scotland, which backs up direct
reports from renters to Shelter Scotland.

The research identified several policy measures which could be introduced to
improve access to private renting for renters who claim Housing Benefit.

We surveyed private tenants to gather their views on the policy measures
identified to ensure that private renters’ views are central to the policy making
process — not only in identifying the issue but in influencing change.

The most popular measures with survey respondents included introducing a ban
on blanket ‘No DSS’ policies, and reversing UK Government welfare reforms
which have reduced the level of Housing Benefit paid to private tenants.



INTRODUCTION

Private renters have been raising issues they experience in renting or trying to
access private rented accommodation, as part of Shelter Scotland’s Private
Renting Project. A common issue that many renters have reported is problems in
accessing and holding on to homes in the private rented sector due to landlord
and letting agent attitudes towards tenants who are in receipt of benefits,
principally Housing Benefit. This practice is commonly known as employing a ‘No
DSS’! policy.

To provide further insight, in 2017 Shelter Scotland commissioned research by
way of a literature review undertaken by Beth Watts and Adam Stephenson (-
SPHERE, Heriot-Watt University) into the prevalence of, and reasons behind,
landlord attitudes to renters who receive Housing Benefit.?

The research found strong evidence that ‘No DSS’ policies are a significant issue
for many private renters in Scotland. Around one in five private renter households
claim Housing Benefit and two thirds of private landlords would prefer not to let to
tenants who claim Housing Benefit.

The researchers also looked at a range of policy measures which could be
introduced to improve things for renters who claim Housing Benefit including to:

o reverse UK government welfare reforms which have reduced the level of
Housing Benefit paid to private tenants,

o use the Scottish Government’s powers over benefits payments to improve
access to the private rented sector,

e make sure the administration of Universal Credit and Housing Benefit is
effective,

e introduce a ban on blanket ‘no DSS’ policies,

e introduce regulation and codes of practice to improve landlord and letting
agent practice in letting to tenants who receive Housing Benefit,

e provide support and incentives to landlords to let to tenants who claim
Housing Benefit,

¢ make sure sufficient support is available to private tenants who need it,

e support and scale up schemes which help vulnerable tenants access the
private rented sector.

Shelter Scotland produced a briefing which provides a summary of the research
findings including the options highlighted by the research that may help to

https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy library/policy library folder/no_dss_report
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mitigate the issue.® We then spoke to tenants to gather their views on the
potential policy measures to ensure that the voice of private renters is
represented in the policy making process — both in setting the agenda and in
influencing change.

https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy library/policy library folder/shelter _scotland_briefi

ng _no_dss
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HOW DID WE GATHER PRIVATE
RENTERS’ VIEWS?

In October 2017 we developed an online survey designed to collect the views of
tenants on the options set out by the researchers that could improve access to
the private rented sector for people who rely on Housing Benegfit to pay their rent.
We published a summary briefing on the research report into ‘No DSS’ practices
to accompany the survey which provided more detail on the proposals.*

Respondents were asked to rate each option between one and five, and were
given the opportunity to provide further comments.

We publicised the tenant engagement via a video and written blog,® and shared
this via Shelter Scotland social media channels, with our Private Tenant Panel,
on our Private Tenant Facebook group, and via our private tenant mailing list.

Thirteen responses were recorded for the online survey.

All but two respondents were, at the time of completing the survey private
tenants, one had never rented privately and didn’t plan to in future, and one used
to be a private tenant or planned to rent privately in future. Some wanted to
remain anonymous, whilst others were happy with us using their first name in the
report. All quotes provided are verbatim.

https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy library/policy library folder/shelter_scotland_briefi
ng _no_dss

https://blog.scotland.shelter.org.uk/no-dss-talked-listened-next/
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PRIVATE RENTERS’ EXPERIENCES
OF ‘NO DSS’ PRACTICES

Ten of 13 respondents, or someone they knew, had experienced a landlord or
letting agent not renting a property to them because they were in receipt of
benefits or out of work.

This had happened in different locations around Scotland, including Edinburgh,
East Kilbride, Aberdeen, the Scottish Borders, Renfrewshire, East Ayrshire
(specifically Kilmarnock), and Inverclyde.

For some, it was explicitly stated in adverts that they would not accept claimants:

For others, there were additional barriers put in place for claimants to be
accepted as a tenant, such as a financial guarantor:

Tenants found this frustrating, feeling they had less choice and had to
compromise on what they were looking for. William, who told us he has a severe
mental illness and has had to struggle to find accommodation four times in the



last decade, said he had secured another property from his current landlord. He
told us: “Without his help I'm not sure what I'd have done.”



PRIVATE RENTERS’ VIEWS ON
PROPOSALS TO TACKLE ‘NO DS¥’
PRACTICES

We asked survey respondents what they thought about each of the options
highlighted by the research to mitigate ‘No DSS’ practices. They were able to
refer to the briefing or the full research report for more information on each of the
eight options. We asked them to rate each option out of a possible five, and they
were also given the opportunity to provide additional comments. By assigning
numeric values to ratings (five equals five points, four equals four points, and so
on) we were able to provide comparable scores for each proposed policy option.

1. Reverse UK government welfare reforms which have
reduced the level of Housing Benefit paid to private
tenants

] 2 ] s | ¢ | 5
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Twelve of 13 respondents rated the first option put forward for tenants to
consider, the reversal of UK Government welfare reforms which have reduced
the level of Housing Benefit paid to private tenants, as four or five out of five. This
provided a total score of 60 out of 65.

Some respondents believed that the reforms in question had led many tenants to
struggle to afford their rent, with detrimental impacts on their wider life.



Another respondent felt that this option would be more useful to help tenants to
sustain their tenancy, rather than securing a tenancy.

2. Use the Scottish Government’s powers over benefits
payments to improve access to the private rented sector
for people who receive benefits

1 0 2 1 9

Ten of 13 respondents rated the option of using the Scottish Government’s
powers over benefits payments to improve access to the private rented sector for
people who receive benefits at either four or five. This provided a total score of 55
out of 65.

Some people based their response on mitigating some of the UK
Government’s actions, and pointed to the Scottish Government’s
responsibility in this area.

Another respondent was supportive though concerned at what action the
Scottish Government might take which also came up in a later question:

Another anonymous respondent felt that, in contrast, this would just be a
“sticking plaster and waste of resource” and instead urged that action
should “tackle issue at heart of the problem”, rating this proposal as just
three out of five.



3. Make sure the administration of Universal Credit and
Housing Benefit is effective

1 0 1 0 11

All but two respondents thought that making sure the administration of Universal
Credit and Housing Benefit is effective was important, rating it five out of five.
Some people focused on the importance of timely delivery of benefits. This
provided a total score of 59 out of 65.

Others mentioned their personal experience and others felt the problem was
Universal Credit itself.

Three people also referred to the issue of direct payments. One person thought
that landlords should receive benefits directly, whilst two others argued against
direct payments which had also come up in an earlier question.

Another argued for Universal Basic Income as the answer rather than Universal
Credit and Housing Benefit.



4. Introduce a ban on blanket ‘no DSS’ policies

0 0 1 1 11

Most responses to the proposal to introduce a ban on blanket ‘no DSS’ policies
were favourable, with 11 respondents rating this as five out of five, and the other
two as four or three out of five. This provided a total score of 62 out of 65.

One respondent felt this type of blanket ‘no DSS’ policy was really just a way for
landlords to discriminate against certain types of tenants, and that a proposal to
introduce a ban on blanket ‘no DSS’ policies would prevent such discrimination.

Some people did query how enforceable this would be in practice:

Other respondents were concerned about unintended impacts of such a
proposal:

There was also a suggestion of other bans which might be necessary, on banks
in addition to landlords.



5. Introduce regulation and codes of practice to improve
landlord and letting agent practice in letting to tenants
who receive Housing Benefit

1 0 1 1 10

Ten respondents rated the proposal to introduce regulation and codes of practice
to improve landlord and letting agent practice in letting to tenants who receive
Housing Benefit as five out of five, a further two as three or four out of five and
one as only one out of five. This provided a total score of 58 out of 65.

Queries were raised however about enforcement of such regulation and code of
practice.

Others referred to the wider context including the lack of availability of alternative
options for tenants such as social housing, and the impact of this wider context in
increasing rents and making rates of homelessness worse.



6. Provide support and incentives to landlords to let to
tenants who claim Housing Benefit

2 (plus 1 no
answer)

The proposal to provide support and incentives to landlords to let to tenants who
claim Housing Benefit split opinion amongst our respondents. This provided a
total score of 46 out of 65 (though one person did not answer).

Some felt this was important as a way to achieve the end goal and most likely to
be effective:

Others felt that this was the wrong approach.

7. Make sure sufficient support is available to tenants who
claim Housing Benefit

1 (plus 1 no
answer)

Most respondents were supportive of a proposal to make sure sufficient support
was available to tenants who claim Housing Benefit. Eight respondents rated this
proposal as five out of five, three as four or three out of five and one as only one



out of five. This provided a total score of 36 out of 65 (though one person did not
provide an answer).

Some made suggestions for the type of support: making the system less
complicated, and increasing the monetary amount given.

Several respondents were unclear what the details of such a proposal might look
like in practice and felt unable to provide further comment. One felt that this was
not the right approach as it would be too costly to provide.

Another felt that practical support might be useful, providing tools for prospective
tenants to know in advance whether prospective landlords will or will not accept
them.

8. Support and scale up schemes which help vulnerable
tenants access the private rented sector.

1 0 1 1 10

All but one tenant was generally supportive of the proposal to support and scale
up schemes which help vulnerable tenants access the private rented sector. This
provided a total score of 58 out of 65.

“...anything that helps, | am in favour of!” Five out of five [Anon]

“this is good because it doesn't lump DSS-recipients in a class of
their own.” Five out of five [Diane]



Some were wary of the type of support that might be offered; one
gueried the usefulness of some of the support currently available, whilst
another felt that social housing was the correct response.

“Many people who claim to do so [...] actually do very little in
reality other than let out poor housing.” Five out of five

“Having seen so many of these tenancies fail, is pushing
vulnerable into private sector wise. Should be protected under
social housing” Four out of five [Anon]

One respondent who was not supportive of the policy felt it would be too costly.



CONCLUSION

By assigning numeric values to ratings (five out of five equals five points, four out
of five equals four points, and so on) we were able to provide comparable scores
for each proposed policy option.

Introduce a ban on blanket ‘no DSS’ policies 62
reverse UK Government welfare reforms which have 60
reduced the level of Housing Benefit paid to private

tenants

make sure the administration of Universal Credit and 59

Housing Benefit is effective

Introduce regulation and codes of practice to improve 58
landlord and letting agent practice in letting to tenants
who receive Housing Benefit

support and scale up schemes which help vulnerable 58
tenants access the private rented sector

use the Scottish Government’s powers over benefits 55
payments to improve access to the private rented sector

provide support and incentives to landlords to let to 46
tenants who claim Housing Benefit

make sure sufficient support is available to private 36
tenants who need it

The most popular option applying this metric was to introduce a ban on blanket
‘no DSS’ policies (62 points out of a possible 65).

The proposal to reverse UK Government welfare reforms which have reduced the
level of Housing Benefit paid to private tenants scored second highest (60
points), followed by ensuring the administration of Universal Credit and Housing
Benefit is effective (59 points), introducing regulation and codes of practice to
improve landlord and letting agent practice in letting to tenants who receive
Housing Benefit (58 points) and supporting and scaling up schemes which help
vulnerable tenants access the private rented sector (58 points).

A cross-cutting concern raised by tenants was the matter of enforcement of any
proposal, and the perceived stigmatisation of those in receipt of benefits was an
underlying issue across all responses.
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