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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Background 
 
The Right to Buy was introduced in Scotland in 1980 to give those living in local authority 
rental accommodation the right to buy their house or flat at a discounted rate. The Scottish 
Executive regularly collects statistics from local authorities about applications to buy and 
sales under the Right to Buy and there has been a range of quantitative research looking at 
issues such as the condition, and resales, of Right to Buy properties.  However, the research 
carried out was unable to explore in detail motivations, experiences and aspirations 
associated with the Right to Buy. 
 
The aim of this research was to explore views and experiences of Right to Buy amongst:  

• tenants who had not exercised their Right to Buy.   
• tenants who had purchased their property under the Right to Buy 
• resale purchasers 

 
The research looked at: 
 

• The motivations for exercising, or not exercising, the Right to Buy 
• The impact of Right to Buy on households’ housing choices and opportunities 
• How far Right to Buy sales and resales provided access to affordable home ownership 
• Current tenants’ plans to exercise their Right to Buy 

 
Method 
 
BMRB conducted 52 face-to-face in-depth interviews across Scotland.  Respondents 
consisted of; 
 

• Tenants with the preserved Right to Buy (12) 
• Tenants with the modernised Right to Buy (7) 
• Right to Buy purchasers still in their Right to Buy property (14) 
• Right to Buy purchasers who had sold their Right to Buy property (10) 
• Purchasers of ex-Right to Buy properties (9) 

 
Motivations for purchasing under the Right to Buy 
 
Those respondents who had purchased their council property through the Right to Buy cited 
location as a key factor prompting them to do so.  Most respondents would not exercise their 
Right to Buy unless the property’s location was, to summarise, ideal.  Indeed location was 
the most important factor for many.  The preferred location was, first and foremost, one 
where the local neighbourhood was characterised by good social order and a lack of anti-
social behaviour.  Whereas buyers on the private housing market are likely to take into 
account considerations of a property’s location in order to check its re-sale potential, these 
respondents cared about location simply because they wanted to buy a home in an area where 
they would be happy to live. 
 
Respondents reported that it was becoming increasingly difficult for tenants to buy council 
properties in ideal locations.  The uptake of the Right to Buy was seen to have depleted the 
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council stock in ideal areas, making tenancies - and therefore opportunities to buy - there 
difficult or impossible to acquire.   
 
The size of property was also very important.  Most respondents would be reluctant to 
exercise their Right to Buy if the type of property was not ideal.  (However, several 
respondents pointed out that an ideal location might override a property’s shortcomings.)  A 
preferred  property was usually one that was ‘large enough’ for its occupants, particularly in 
the case of families with children who required three or more bedrooms.  The popularity of 
Right to Buy was seen to have depleted the stock of larger council houses suitable for 
families.  By contrast, a few older respondents had considered downsizing to a smaller 
property, or moving to a ground floor property, at retirement age.  It was implied that 
tenancies for these types of property were easier to secure, although some expressed concern 
over the lack of availability of this type of property.  Respondents listed as secondary features 
of an ideal property a private front door and a garden.  However, properties with these were 
reported to have become all but unattainable in many areas.  
 
Tenants who had not exercised the Right to Buy often cited the less-than-ideal location or 
size of their council home as their reasons for not buying it.  Some also mentioned financial 
limitations, such as having no income other than benefits: they predicted that this would 
make them ineligible for a mortgage.  Additionally, many were worried about the 
responsibility for repairs which transfers to owners at the time of purchase.   
 
Respondents also gave some positive reasons for not exercising the Right to Buy.  In 
particular, being able to rent a property from the local authority was recognised to suit some 
respondents’ life stage and personal circumstances. 
 
Despite the reasons cited for not exercising their Right to Buy, it transpired that many 
tenants, including most of those with the modernised Right to Buy, were vague about the 
basic details of Right to Buy.  Many did not know whether they were currently eligible to buy 
their home or not, or what level of discount they might receive. 
 
The fact that respondents with the Right to Buy would wait until they had secured the tenancy 
of a property in an ideal location, or of an ideal size, before buying for the first time 
distinguishes them from many first-time buyers on the private housing market.  It is common 
for the latter to be prepared to compromise on their earlier purchases with a view to ‘trading 
up’ through successive purchases.  In the Discussion chapter, we consider that one reason for 
this difference might be that compromising is easier to do with the choice of properties 
offered by the private housing market.  The Right to Buy purchaser has only one property to 
‘choose’ from.  We also argue that potential Right to Buy purchasers are also somewhat 
disabled from ‘trading up’ by the imposition of a clawback on their discount for the first five 
years after purchase. 
 
The Effect of Family Housing History on Right to Buy Motivations 
 
It is clear that underlying a great many of the accounts from tenants who had not exercised 
the Right to Buy was a lack of confidence in home buying and home ownership, either 
explicit or implicit.  These respondents often linked their lack of confidence to a lack of home 
ownership in their own family background.  Many respondents had little or no history of 
home ownership in their family history.  Their families had ‘always’ rented housing.  Yet 
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other respondents with no family history of ownership described how the Right to Buy helped 
them overcome their inhibitions and buy a home for the first time.   
 
In practice, these respondents – those who had exercised the Right to Buy – typically found 
the purchase process and home ownership to be easy and straightforward.  The monthly costs 
of home ownership, including mortgage payments, were seen to be more or less equivalent to 
the monthly costs of renting.  In these respondents’ cases at least, authorities’ concerns that 
Right to Buy purchasers might struggle to afford the full costs of home ownership had not 
been realised.  Nevertheless, buying their first homes through Right to Buy had represented a 
big psychological step.  Many were conscious of breaking a family pattern of non- home-
ownership by doing so.  Some of their accounts further suggested that Right to Buy had 
prompted a generational shift in their family from a culture of long-term rental to one of 
home ownership.   
 
This research therefore supports the view that the Right to Buy has opened opportunities to 
home ownership that might not otherwise have been available, not just because it provides 
financial assistance in the form of a discount on market value (this aspect was rarely 
mentioned by respondents) but because it provides role models and confidence. 
 
The Impact of Right to Buy 
 
The research revealed a range of positive impacts of the Right to Buy on individual 
respondents and their families.  The Right to Buy made it possible – or easier – for tenants to 
become home owners for the first time.  It had a significant and lasting impact on tenants’ 
attitudes and expectations of home ownership, providing encouragement and support to 
people who otherwise lacked confidence.  It gave new owners, previously tenants, the 
freedom and motivation to carry out home improvements and repairs.  Whilst some local 
house condition surveys have raised concerns that the ex-Right to Buy sector contains a 
significant level of disrepair, these respondents reported that their ex-Right to Buy properties 
and their neighbours’ were kept in better condition than they had been when under council 
ownership. 
 
For some, exercising the Right to Buy improved mobility, or the possibility of mobility in the 
future, should changing circumstances make moving house desirable.  However, Right to 
Buy owners appeared less likely to expect to move house in the future than those owners who 
buy on the private market. 
 
Exercising the Right to Buy was also described as impacting positively on finances, 
providing a sense of investment in the future, inheritance for children and financial security.  
Yet, compared with many home owners who buy their property on the private market, those 
who exercised their Right to Buy seemed more likely to view their home as a fixed resource; 
a place to live in, rather than a financial investment or asset. 
 
A few older respondents who had exercised their Right to buy had already paid off their 
mortgages.  Consequently, they found that their monthly disposable income had increased 
beyond what it would have been had they remained tenants, liable to pay rent indefinitely.   
 
Last but by no means least, many of the respondents who had exercised the Right to Buy 
described its significant and long-lasting impact on their sense of self and their personal life. 
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There were also accounts of the Right to Buy scheme having had positive impacts on 
neighbourhoods and wider society.  Generally, an increasing level of home ownership on a 
council estate was seen to improve the appearance and fabric of the neighbourhood and 
reduce the likelihood of anti-social behaviour.  In some areas, Right to Buy encouraged 
owners to live in an area for longer and become more ‘settled down’.  This then made the 
neighbourhood more stable and increased community spirit. 
 
However, respondents described some impacts of Right to Buy – direct or indirect – which 
were less positive.  In particular, many respondents – especially tenants – spoke of Right to 
Buy having depleted rental stock.  People who preferred to rent, or who needed to rent due to 
their personal circumstances, lost out as a result.  The depletion of council housing stock was 
apparently exacerbated by the greater rate of purchase of the type of property, in those areas 
viewed as ‘ideal’.  Typically, these were ‘family homes’ with three or more bedrooms, their 
own front doors and gardens, in areas with good social order.   
 
Furthermore, some respondents linked the skewed depletion of council stock to increasing 
polarity in the perceptions of different council estates.  Experts have elsewhere reported that 
the distinction between ‘in demand’ and ‘low demand’ areas can be stark.  This research 
found that such a stark distinction was recognised by some respondents, who had been able to 
compare and contrast neighbouring estates as they changed over the years.  These 
respondents described how local areas where many properties had been bought through Right 
to Buy had improved and moved ‘up market’, whilst local areas where most properties 
remained council-owned deteriorated, both in terms of housing conditions and behaviour.   
 
Furthermore, a few respondents claimed that this skewing and polarisation, caused or 
exacerbated by the Right to Buy, affected certain types of tenant disproportionately.  
Specifically, low income families with young children and additional babies on the way were 
described as being left with no choice but to make do with poor rental accommodation in 
increasingly rough areas.  Before Right to Buy, it was argued, these tenants would have had 
greater opportunity to rent an ideal family home in an ideal location. 
 



 
 
5

CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This report sets out the findings of research to explore views and experiences of Right to 
Buy.  The research included tenants who had purchased their property under the Right to 
Buy, purchasers of ex-Right to Buy properties (‘resale purchasers’) and tenants who had not 
exercised their Right to Buy.   
 
The Scottish Executive regularly collects statistics from local authorities about applications to 
buy and sales under the Right to Buy and there has been a range of quantitative research 
looking at issues such as condition and resales of Right to Buy properties.  However, the 
Scottish Executive was keen to understand more about individuals’ views and experiences of 
Right to Buy.  It recognised that there was limited existing research which explored in depth 
the views and experiences of those affected by the Right to Buy.  Most research carried out 
was quantitative in nature and unable to explore in detail motivations, experiences and 
aspirations.  The intention was that this research would go some way to filling this gap. 
 
The research findings will contribute to evidence to inform a report for the Scottish 
Parliament on the Right to Buy.   
 
 
Background 
 
The Right to Buy was introduced in 1980 to give those living in local authority rental 
accommodation the right to buy their house or flat at a discounted rate and thereby become 
‘home owners’.  Prior to that time, the sale of council houses was at the individual authority’s 
discretion, and so varied from place to place. Since the introduction of the Right to Buy, 
some 400,000 properties have been sold to sitting tenants in Scotland – around 40% of the 
1980 local authority stock.  
 
The Housing (Scotland) Act 2001 introduced the modernised Right to Buy for all new 
tenancies from September 2002. The modernised Right to Buy sought to strike a balance 
between still allowing tenants to purchase their homes at a discount – and so achieve 
aspirations of home ownership – and the needs of landlords to maintain a level of stock that 
met existing and potential tenants’ needs. The modernised Right to Buy therefore extends the 
length of time before a tenant can apply to buy their home from two to five years and, 
critically, both reduces the maximum percentage discount and sets a ceiling on the amount of 
discount that will be permitted.  
 
The Act places a requirement on the Scottish Executive to report to Parliament on the effect 
of changes to the Right to Buy within four years of the Act coming into force. This covers: 
the extent to which tenants have exercised their right to buy and the effect of this on the 
nature and condition of the stock; and the need, demand and availability of housing.  
 
There is already a considerable body of evidence about the Right to Buy. At the national 
level, the Scottish Executive collects (and publishes) information on the number of sales from 
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local authorities, Scottish Homes1 and RSLs in Housing Trends on a quarterly basis; while 
the Scottish House Condition Survey provides information on the condition of the Right to 
Buy stock and a profile of the people who live in it. However, there is very little information 
about why people buy under the Right to Buy, their experiences of the process and their 
future aspirations. It is therefore anticipated that this research report can make a valuable 
contribution to the evidence that informs the Ministers’ report.   
 
 
Overview 
 
The Right to Buy was introduced in 1980 by the Conservative government.  Since its 
introduction concerns have been expressed around the potential impact on local authorities’ 
capacity to continue to meet housing need (a concern that has been reinvigorated since the 
introduction of the Homelessness etc. (Scotland) Act 20032) – and in particular that the Right 
to Buy resulted in insufficient supply of key types and/or sizes of stock, and of stock in 
particularly pressured areas.  Concerns have also been expressed about the impact of the 
Right to Buy on the quality of housing stock – both in terms of ability of tenants who 
purchase to be able to afford the full costs of owner occupation, and in terms of local 
authorities’ ability to manage mixed tenure estates.  
 
At least initially, strong statements about the potential impact of Right to Buy were made 
with little or no supporting evidence (Scottish Executive, 2000).  However, the growing body 
of quantitative evidence regarding the impact of Right to Buy is considerable. It is now clear 
that the impacts of Right to Buy are more complex and variable than many of the contributors 
to the early debates had allowed.  Much of the argument had focused only on the initial 
impact of Right to Buy, whether at the national, local or individual level.  However, over the 
25 years that it has been in operation, Right to Buy can be seen to have had extensive 
fundamental and long term impacts, not least, on the tenure structure of Scotland.  Owner 
occupation has risen from 36% of households in Scotland in 1981 to 63% in 2001.  Just under 
half of this growth in home ownership is attributable to Right to Buy sales (Scottish 
Executive, 2000).  Right to Buy can therefore only be properly assessed in an appropriate 
time frame, one in which “effects…take decades to unfold” (Scottish Executive, 2000). 
 
The paper Evolving the Right to Buy: Evidence for Scotland proposes some key questions 
regarding the impact of Right to Buy and then seeks to answer these questions using 
quantitative data, such as the findings from the Scottish House Conditions Survey (Scottish 
Executive, 2000). 
 
Of particular relevance to this research study – both in terms research questions and sample 
design - are the following questions: 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Scottish Homes stock has now all been transferred, but the statistics of past sales are contained in Housing 
Trends.  
2 This Act will abolish the priority need definition by 2012, and as a result place a requirement on local 
authorities to secure housing for all households assessed as unintentionally homeless. Concerns have been 
expressed that the supply of housing available in some local authorities will be insufficient to meet the level of 
need from homeless households.  
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Who wants the Right to Buy? 
 
The report describes how Scottish Household Condition Survey 1996 data was used to 
demonstrate that over half of the heads of households living in social rented accommodation 
aspired to be home owners.  This was true across all age groups (54% of those aged 16-24 
aspired to be home owners, 64% of those aged 25-39 and 58% of those aged 40-59; average 
60%).  Clearly, this implies that, on average, around 40% of those in social rented 
accommodation did not aspire to own their own home. 
 
Those aged over 40 were most likely to say they would buy their current house under Right 
to Buy if their circumstances changed.  Younger tenants, (e.g. those aged 25-39) were more 
likely to want to leave their current social accommodation to move into their own, private 
home.  This is illustrated by the table below. 
 
 
Table 1.1  Home Ownership Aspirations by Age of Head of Household.  Social 
Rented Stock with Head of Household <60 
 
Type of aspirant Age of head of household 
 16-24 25-39 40-59 All 
Likely to move into own home 27% 37% 12% 20% 

Would like to move into own home 7% 11% 11% 10% 
Intend to buy under Right to Buy 3% 6% 6% 6% 
Would buy under Right to Buy if circumstances change 17% 20% 29% 24% 
Total aspiring to owner occupation    60% 
Does not qualify for Right to Buy 11% 11% 10% 10% 
Others 35% 26% 32% 30% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%
 
 
These findings suggest that there may be distinct ‘types’ of tenants eligible for Right to Buy, 
with different aspirations, expectations and perceived opportunities.  Many respondents 
aspire to own their own home, yet over a third do not.  Younger respondents have responded 
differently from older respondents regarding their likelihood of exercising their Right to Buy.  
What makes for this difference between age groups?   
 
Chapter three explores in depth who has bought under the Right to Buy, and why different 
types of people do so.  
 
 
Who actually exercises the Right to Buy? 
 
Some local research evidence suggests that social housing tenants in certain rural areas may, 
at certain periods, be more likely to exercise the Right to Buy (e.g. uptake of Right to Buy in 
Badenoch and Strathspey 49%, North East Fife 43%, Orkney Isle 40%, compared to the 
Scotland average of 39%, 1980-1995).  However, national findings show little variation 
between Right to Buy uptake rates according to the designation of areas as rural or urban 
(34% v 36% respectively) (Scottish Executive, 2000).   
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Local research findings from England also suggest that social housing tenants may be less 
likely to exercise the Right to Buy in areas of social and economic deprivation (work done in 
England by Forrest and Murie 1988).   
 
There is a considerable body of evidence regarding the type of social housing tenant who is 
most likely to exercise their Right to Buy.  This evidence has remained fairly consistent over 
time and by geographical locality.  Williams et al, writing in 1988, noted that the tenant most 
likely to exercise their Right to Buy is middle-aged, without dependant children, with a non-
manual or skilled manual occupation and living in a house rather than a flat.  Those most 
unlikely to buy are older or younger tenants, those without employment, single parent 
families and those living in flats.  These findings have been confirmed by Jones and Murie 
(1999). 
 
However, the impact of the Right to Buy scheme over the years has lead to a change in the 
properties available to rent, the profile of people in social rented accommodation and, 
therefore, the profile of people with the Right to Buy.  It has been speculatively suggested 
that a higher proportion of young people, who have lived in social accommodation for a 
relatively short period of time, may now be buying social accommodation through Right to 
Buy. 
 
Chapter three explores the motivations of different types of households, considers in detail 
the factors that people take into account when considering whether or not to buy their home, 
and explores how these differ between different types of area and different parts of the 
country. We will see that location is absolutely crucial – people want to buy a property in an 
area they feel safe in, and in which they have established social networks.  
 
 
Is there evidence of wider community effects of Right to Buy?   
 
The effects of Right to Buy are, in reality, integrated within all the other fluctuating dynamics 
of society and culture.  For instance, the local housing systems within which Right to Buy 
operates change over time in terms of their parameters, scale, aims and objectives, resources, 
and operations.  They also vary according to local authority.  A combination of social, 
cultural, economic and political factors have contributed to the trend for home ownership, in 
which Right to Buy plays a part.  Overall, it could be argued that Scottish society has become 
more affluent since the inception of Right to Buy with higher employment and a greater 
percentage of the population in professional, full-time work.  At the same time, mortgages 
have become more accessible, and mortgage-providers are more willing to offer larger loans 
to prospective home buyers.  House prices generally have risen dramatically.  In terms of 
cultural dynamics, the population’s attitudes and expectations regarding home ownership 
have shifted markedly since 1980 (Chapman Hendy, 1997 and Scottish Homes, 1997).  At the 
level of the individual household, the Evolving the Right to Buy report points out, “it is a 
myriad of individual household decisions which are reflected in the overall and area take-up 
rates” of Right to Buy (Scottish Executive, 2000). 
 
Once a social property has been bought through Right to Buy, there may still be continuing 
impact.  Bramley et al’s report The Future of Owner Occupation in Scotland, Communities 
Scotland 2001, proposes indicators for housing areas at risk of low demand.  Their study 
found that the areas which scored most highly on this index were peripheral estates where the 
owner occupied housing consists largely of houses first bought under the Right to Buy.  In 
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traditional social housing estates, like Easterhouse in Glasgow, Right to Buy owners may 
have difficulty reselling their properties.  They may find that resale prices are much lower 
than expected and potential buyers difficult to find.  These properties tend to be resold not to 
owner occupiers but end up at the lower end of the private rental market, either via sale to 
landlords or by being rented out by the current owner (Communities Scotland, 2005). 
 
The report Low Demand for Owner Occupation in Scotland by Communities Scotland (2005) 
claims that the resale of Right to Buy properties (and new build properties) in the second 
hand market will serve to increase the overall number of house sale interactions, alter the 
profile of local housing stock and have an effect on property prices. 
 
Clearly this research report cannot quantify national implications of the Right to Buy. 
However, it does explore the implications of the scheme at the individual level: in chapter 
five we examine the impact of the scheme on people’s lives, and in particular how the owners 
are faring in the owner occupied sector. Participants were also keen to discuss the impact of 
the scheme on the quality of housing locally and the availability of rented housing in the 
neighbourhood.  
 
 
Structure of the report 
 
This remainder of this report is structured as follows: 

• Chapter two describes the aim, objectives and methodology of the research 
• Chapter three explains people’s motivations for exercising or not exercising the Right 

to Buy 
• Chapter four describes purchasers’ experiences of the process of purchasing under the 

Right to Buy 
• Chapter five discusses the impact of the Right to Buy 
• Chapter six contains a summary of the findings 
• Chapter seven contains a discussion of the key issues arising from the research  
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CHAPTER 2:  RESEARCH AIM, OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY 
 
The aim of this research was to explore views and experiences of Right to Buy amongst 
tenants who had purchased their property under the Right to Buy, resale purchasers and 
tenants who had not exercised their Right to Buy.  The Scottish Executive had identified a 
need for qualitative data to supplement the extensive statistics already collected regarding the 
uptake and impact of Right to Buy. 
 
The research looked at: 
 

 The motivations for exercising, or not exercising, the Right to Buy 

 The impact of Right to Buy on households’ housing choices and opportunities 

 How far Right to Buy sales and resales provided access to affordable home ownership 

 Current tenants’ plans to exercise their Right to Buy 

To this end, the objectives of the research were to address the following issues: 
 

 What motivates tenants to exercise, or not exercise, their Right to Buy 

 What buyers’ housing choices would have been had the Right to Buy not been 
available to them 

 Purchasers’ experience of the purchase process and whether they had at any point 
withdrawn an application 

 How purchasers and tenants view their home and local area/ neighbourhood 

 The aspirations and future housing intentions of purchasers and tenants 

 The reasons for selling a home bought under Right to Buy 

 The housing history of resale purchasers 

 The reasons resale purchasers buy a formerly social rented property and the 
alternative housing options they considered 

 The similarities and differences, in socio-economic terms, between the different 
groups 

 
 
 
 



 
 

11

Sample 
 
In total, 52 face-to-face in-depth interviews were carried out across Scotland.  Respondents 
consisted of; 

• Tenants with the preserved Right to Buy 
• Tenants with the modernised Right to Buy 
• Right to buy purchasers still in their Right to Buy property 
• Right to Buy purchasers who had sold their Right to Buy property 
• Purchasers of ex-Right to Buy properties 

 
The table below shows the number of interviews conducted with each type of respondent.  
Appendix A details the respondent profiles by age, area, house type and gender. 
 
 
Table 2.1 Respondent type 
 

Respondent Type Number of Interviews 
Tenants with the preserved Right to Buy 12 
Tenants with the modernised Right to Buy 7 
Right to buy purchasers still in their Right to Buy property 14 
Right to Buy purchasers who had sold their Right to Buy property 10 
Purchasers of ex-Right to Buy properties 9 
Total 52 
 
In total, 6 interviews were conducted with single parents and 9 with women who headed their 
household.  Of those with the modernised Right to Buy, 3 had transferred into their current 
properties from another council property. 
 
 
Recruitment of participants 
 
A sample of Right to Buy purchasers who had sold their Right to Buy property was gathered 
using two omnibus surveys.  Combined, these surveys allowed large numbers of the general 
Scottish population to be ‘screened’ for the relatively few members of the population who 
match this definition in a short space of time.  Unlike council tenants, or people who live in 
ex-council properties (whether bought through the Right to Buy or on the private market), 
Right to Buy purchasers who had sold their Right to Buy property become practically 
‘invisible’.  By definition they had moved ‘elsewhere’ and no public record is kept of where 
they have gone. 
 
During the omnibus surveys, individuals who had sold their Right to Buy property were 
pinpointed and asked if they would be willing to take part in further research.  Those who 
were willing were then re-contacted by telephone by specialist recruiters.  A recruitment-
screening questionnaire was used to confirm individuals’ eligibility for participation in the 
study and to ensure the desired sample profile was achieved.  Recruitment was undertaken by 
BMRB’s specialist field and recruitment unit. 
 
All other respondent types were recruited by BMRB’s specialist field and recruitment unit 
using door to door recruitment.  Once again, a recruitment-screening questionnaire was used 
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to confirm individuals’ eligibility for participation in the study, and to ensure the desired 
sample profile was achieved.  
 
Interviews were conducted with respondents located across Scotland, in both rural and urban 
areas, to ensure views were gathered from geographically diverse respondents (see Appendix 
tables B and D).  
 
 
Conducting the interviews 
 
Each face-to-face in-depth discussion was guided by the researcher using a topic guide, or 
‘aide-memoire’, which allowed for questioning which was responsive to the issues arising.  
Each in-depth interview lasted between 30 minutes and 1 hour.  Interviews were conducted at 
times suitable for the respondents.  All discussions were recorded and transcribed verbatim.  
The verbatim transcripts were then analysed using an in-house, inductive technique known as 
‘Matrix-Mapping’.   
 
‘Matrix-Mapping’ begins with a familiarisation stage and includes an executive researcher’s 
review of the transcripts.  Based on the coverage of the topic guide, the researchers’ 
experiences of conducting the fieldwork and their preliminary review of the data, a thematic 
framework is constructed.  The analysis then proceeds by summarising and synthesising the 
data according to this thematic framework.  When all the data have been sifted according to 
the core themes the analyst begins to map the data and identify features within the data: 
defining concepts, mapping the range and nature of phenomenon, creating typologies, finding 
associations, and providing explanations. 
 
In order to illuminate and enhance some of the issues raised in the research, a number of 
quotations have been included in this report.  These are taken directly from the verbatim 
transcripts of the interviews.  All the quotations are anonymous.   
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CHAPTER 3:  MOTIVATIONS FOR EXERCISING OR NOT 
EXERCISING THE RIGHT TO BUY 
 
 
Motivations for Exercising the Right to Buy 
 
Respondents who had exercised the Right to Buy described various motivations behind their 
decision to buy their property from the council. All respondents gave more than one 
motivation or reason.  To summarise, these related to:  

 Location 
 Suitability of property 
 Investment 
 Repairs and improvements 
 Discount 
 Rent rises 

 
Each of these reasons is discussed in turn below. 
 
 
Location 
 
Location was recognised by many respondents to be a key factor affecting their decision to 
buy their council property.  Many Right to Buy purchasers considered the location of the 
property they had bought to be ideal, particularly in terms of ‘good social order’ and decent 
neighbours.  Good social order was associated with the absence of anti-social behaviour, 
including vandalism, drug dealing and drug taking, public drunkenness or alcoholism, 
littering, noise including shouting and revving motorbikes, theft, joy riding, violence and 
street gangs.  This was often referred to in terms of ‘nice’, ‘peaceful’, or ‘trouble’. 
 
For example, one older man claimed: 
 

“I would never move from here. I would never go back into town again.  This 
is nice and peaceful and quiet.  I’m only quarter of an hour from the west end 
so you couldn’t get much better than that.  There’s my nearest neighbour 
(pointing to the wall, left).  You’re not looking at someone else’s home and 
they don’t look at your home. I get on well with the neighbours.” 

 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Edinburgh, Interview 02 

 
Many respondents described great variation in the social behaviours witnessed on different 
estates. Neighbouring estates, and even neighbouring streets, could vary significantly.  It 
seemed that parents of school age children looked for a particularly high degree of social 
order before buying, and, sometimes, a ‘good’ local school within walking distance.  For 
example, a woman with three young children lived as a council tenant in her ideal location – 
rural Stirlingshire.  However, she lived in a top floor, two bedroom flat.  She had been unable 
to get a tenancy in a more suitable property, for instance, a ground floor flat or house with 
more bedrooms, without leaving this location.  Instead, she was offered a council house with 
three bedrooms in what she considered to be a ‘troubled’ area.  She explained that her 
children were attached to the local school and she was concerned about the effect of local 
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peer pressure on her children if they moved to another area.  Therefore, she had reluctantly 
chosen to buy her existing, ‘unsuitable’ flat. 
 
As this suggests, when deciding whether to buy a property or not, an ideal location could 
sometimes override unsuitability in terms of property size or condition.  For example, one 
man in Aberdeen described how he and his wife, while still tenants, were offered a choice of 
council houses in different areas of the city, which they might transfer to.  The house they 
chose, in contrast to the others, was in poor decorative order inside with broken kitchen units.  
However, the fact that the neighbouring houses, many of which had already been bought 
under Right to Buy, looked well-kept and tidy made the location very desirable.  This was the 
respondent’s key reason for choosing to rent the property.  The couple then spent a lot of time 
and money on repairing and renovating the house to a high standard.  Later, they bought the 
house.  Like their home-owning neighbours, they now planned to stay in the neighbourhood 
indefinitely. 
 
A few respondents stated that their familiarity with the location and its inhabitants had been, 
or would be, an important factor in their decision to buy.  They had grown up in the 
neighbourhood and still had close relatives living there.  The extended family operated as a 
support system and so it was important that family members lived near each other.  For 
instance, one older woman living in a flat in Edinburgh described how neighbouring family 
members had minded her other children while she took her son to regular hospital 
appointments.  More generally, they had allowed her to ‘live her life’.  Later, she helped care 
for frail, elderly relatives living nearby.  A woman and her adult daughter described how they 
lived in houses on the same terrace.  Along with other family members in the area, they often 
congregated at the mother’s house: 
 

“Everybody comes here and you sit.  We usually sit in the kitchen, round the 
table and you blether and you put the world to rights...It’s a family home.” 

 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, rural Perthshire, Interview 24 

 
The daughter and her husband were renting but hoped to buy a house in the same area.   
 
 
Suitability of Property 
 
Several Right to Buy purchasers mentioned that the property they had rented was ideal and 
that this had influenced their decision to buy it.   
 
For respondents with children, an ideal property was one that had enough bedrooms: 
specifically, a bedroom for each child, or a bedroom for every two children of the same sex, 
plus a bedroom for the parent or parents.  Respondents with children also sometimes wanted 
a garden and their own front door, although they recognised that this aspiration was 
increasingly unrealistic. 
 
A few older respondents took into account considerations regarding older age when deciding 
whether to exercise the Right to Buy or not.  Some reckoned that a flat that was not on the 
ground level might be unsuitable in later life and therefore should not be bought.  For 
example, one older couple in rural Perthshire described how they had waited until they had 
exchanged their flat in a multi-storey block for a council house and then bought the latter. 
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Nevertheless, as described above, some respondents had chosen to buy an unsuitable property 
because of its ideal location.  It should be noted that, whilst respondents gave examples of an 
ideal location overriding the unsuitability of a property, no examples were given of the 
suitability of a property overriding the unsuitability of a location.   
 
 
Investment 
 
Quite a few Right to Buy purchasers mentioned that ‘investment’ had been a factor in their 
decision to buy.  However, the term ‘investment’ was used in relation to quite different goals, 
none of which concerned straightforward financial profit making. 
 
When probed further, ‘investment’ was described in various terms, including: 

• Inheritance – being able to leave the property to children after death 
• Security – the permanence of owning a home and holding assets 
• Quality of life – the opportunity to improve the fabric of the property beyond council 

standards 
 
For older respondents in particular, the Right to Buy provided an opportunity to formalise 
their attachment to their home.  One woman described this attachment: 
 

“As I walked into the house, I just had an affinity to it and I thought ‘this is 
mine’.  And I loved it all the way through (renting and owning).  If I hadn’t 
divorced and hadn’t met my new partner I’d still be there.” 
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 03. 

 
No respondent described investment in terms of being able to create financial profit, for 
instance by selling the property for a higher price than they had bought it.  However, some 
respondents mentioned that they had effectively stepped onto the property ladder by 
exercising their Right to Buy.  By this, some implied simply that they had become owner-
occupiers.  A few others implied that the Right to Buy allowed them to progress up the 
property ladder by moving into more expensive housing in the future.  For example, a couple 
who sold the house they bought through Right to Buy explained how this sale had allowed 
them to move on to a better house. 
 

“We had a nice house which we bought and therefore had a nice house to sell.  
(Without the Right to Buy) it would have just been a lot harder for us 
financially to get here.” 
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 54 

 
Others spoke of Right to Buy providing long term gain in a more general sense.  For 
example, one woman who had exercised her Right to Buy before buying a larger flat on the 
private market, explained: 
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“To own your own property was a beneficial thing in the long run.  It might 
not be initially, but eventually, yes.” 

 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 53 

 
 
Repairs and Improvements 
 
A few respondents explained that repairs and improvements related to their decisions to buy 
their property.  The nature of this relationship varied.  To summarise, a rented property’s poor 
state of repair could either encourage or discourage purchase.  The home owner’s 
responsibility for carrying out repairs could also either encourage or discourage purchase.   
 
A rented property’s good state of repair was described only as an encouragement to buy.  
However, some respondents mentioned that the fact their council house or flat had been in a 
poor state of repair encouraged them to buy it: once it was their property, they could justify 
spending their own money on repairs.  Moreover, some respondents – including both owners 
and tenants - considered the responsibility of repairs and maintenance to be an advantage of 
ownership, rather than a disadvantage.  They explained that, as tenants, they had waited many 
months for the council to carry out repairs.  Some repairs remained undone, others were 
patched up in ‘bodged jobs’. Ownership ‘allowed’ householders to pay for repairs 
themselves, and therefore to arrange for repairs to be done promptly and to a higher standard.  
For example, one Right to Buy purchaser said that he bought his flat in Glasgow because rent 
had been increasing and yet he had been unable to get the council to carry out outstanding 
repairs.  Once he had bought the flat, he felt able to spend his own money making 
improvements. 
 
For a few respondents, the fact that, as tenants, they had spent a considerable sum of money 
carrying out repairs and improvements to the property encouraged them to buy.  Two 
respondents, one in Aberdeen and one near Edinburgh, explained that they had paid 
considerable amounts of money themselves to repair and improve their council-owned 
homes.  This then prompted them to buy the properties and become owners. 
 
A good state of repair was occasionally mentioned as a factor encouraging tenants to buy.  
For example one tenant’s council flat was relatively new.  This reassured her and her husband 
that few repairs would be required at their expense.  Consequently, they were encouraged to 
buy in the future. 
 
 
Discount 
 
Very few respondents who had exercised their Right to Buy reported explicitly that the 
discount on market value awarded under the scheme had been a key reason for buying.  
Those who mentioned the discount described it as a fundamental or even taken-for-granted 
reason for their purchase.  It was apparent that many respondents were aware of the discount 
and, despite not mentioning it as a ‘reason’ for purchase, saw it as substantial.   
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Rent Rises 
 
A few Right to Buy purchasers in areas as diverse as Govan, Edinburgh, Glasgow and rural 
Perthshire mentioned that a factor influencing their purchasing decisions had been the 
prospect of council rent increases.  Some respondents mentioned that paying rent was 
equivalent to ‘losing money’. 
 

“I thought ‘The rents will go up all the time anyway’ so we thought we’d just 
go ahead (with the purchase).” 

 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Edinburgh, Interview 60. 

 
 
Motivations for Not Exercising the Right to Buy 
 
Respondents who were tenants gave various reasons for not exercising the Right to Buy.  
Most respondents gave more than one reason.  Lack of confidence sometimes seemed to 
underlie other stated reasons for not buying.  In summary, the reasons given for not 
exercising the Right to Buy were as follows: 
 

 Financial limitations 
 Lack of confidence  
 Unsuitability of property 
 Location 
 ‘Lifestage’ or personal circumstances 
 Poor state of repair 
 Responsibility for repairs and maintenance 

 
Each of these reasons is discussed in turn below. 
 
 
Financial limitations 
 
Several respondents who were tenants with the preserved Right to Buy said that financial 
limitations were the main reason that they had not bought their home.  Specifically, they were 
limited by lack of money or income with which to secure and pay a mortgage.  For example, 
the household income of one respondent who cited financial limitations came from her 
husband’s wage.  She thought that this income would be too low to cover mortgage 
payments.  Also, it could not be depended on as her husband was in poor health and might 
not be able to work for much longer.   
 
Other tenants were living on welfare benefits alone.  (These included single parents who were 
looking after their children full-time.)  They therefore did not think they could afford, or 
would be eligible for, a mortgage.  One or two had accumulated debts in the past, including in 
one case, rent arrears, and saw these as preventing them from considering buying.   
 
Similarly, some respondents who were tenants with the modernised Right to Buy also 
reported having financial limitations which might discourage or prevent them from buying 
their home in the next few years.  Low or inconsistent income was linked to living on 
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benefits, or part-time and irregular work.  One respondent had been unable to secure a 
mortgage when attempting to buy a previous council property. 
 
Few of the respondents who cited financial limitations as a reason why they had not bought 
their home showed a strong desire to be able to buy their house.  Most expressed a clear lack 
of confidence in house buying and ownership. 
 
 
Lack of confidence 
 
Several tenants, both those with the preserved and those with the modernised Right to Buy, 
said that lack of confidence discouraged them from buying their own home.  These 
respondents usually had little or no family history of home buying and ownership.  Their lack 
of confidence often took the form of a general feeling, rather than specific, practical concerns 
about certain aspects of home buying or ownership.  However, respondents mentioned the 
following in relation to lack of confidence: 
 

 General lack of understanding about home buying and ownership 
 Never having considered the possibility of buying 
 Looking for reasons to ‘put off’ considerations of buying 
 Being daunted by the purchase process 
 Being confused by mortgage options 
 A sense of vulnerability and having ‘no one else to rely on’ (The respondents who 

reported this happened to be female single parents and women living on their own.)   
 Concerns about being able to make mortgage payments if they became ill or were 

made redundant.  (A few respondents explained that rental payments, unlike mortgage 
payments, were covered by the welfare system in times of illness and unemployment.  
The home was therefore not at risk.) 

 Worries about how to carry out repairs and maintenance, or how to arrange for these 
to be carried out privately  

 Confidence in the rental process contrasting with lack of confidence in buying 
 
Those respondents who lacked confidence had usually not looked into the opportunity to 
exercise their Right to Buy.  For example, they had not asked the Council for more details of 
the Right to Buy scheme, enquired about the house or flat’s market value, or found out about 
mortgage repayment structures.  Their lack of confidence was mostly grounded in the lack of 
experience, family history and awareness. 
 
 
Unsuitability of property 
 
Several of the tenants with the preserved Right to Buy mentioned the unsuitability of the 
property as a key reason for not having exercised the Right to Buy.  Some of these tenants 
had applied to transfer to more suitable properties and remained on waiting lists.  Their top 
priorities were more bedrooms, especially in the case of those with children living at home, 
followed by a garden and private front door.  Three respondents with the preserved Right to 
Buy mentioned the unsuitability of their current home as a reason for not buying. In the case 
of one young family, their multi storey flat - although described as being in an ideal, semi-
rural location - was too small.   
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A few respondents with the modernised Right to Buy also mentioned the unsuitability of their 
home as a reason they might not buy in the future.  Specifically, they were deterred by the 
home’s size (too small, or in one case too large and therefore ‘too expensive to run or to 
buy’) and type (a shared-entrance when a private one was better, a flat when a house was 
preferred or the lack of a garden). 
 
Several tenants reported that it was increasingly difficult to find a council property suited to a 
family as many of these had already been bought by others through the Right to Buy.  This 
had decreased their chances of securing the tenancy for - and also being able to buy - a 
suitable council house.  For example, a married woman with three children, including two 
teenagers, living at home, described how her family currently lived in a rented, two-bedroom 
terraced house.  She and her husband were keen to buy but were awaiting a transfer to a 
larger house in the same area. 
 

“The Council have actually put me on the list for a four bedroom house in X.  
There is not a hope in hell in the next twenty years in me getting that because 
there’s only one four bedroom house left in X which the Council still owns…If 
we are still in the same situation towards the summertime next year, I think 
we’re going to have to be forced to buy the house which I don’t want.” 
 
Tenant with the modernised Right to Buy, rural Perthshire, Interview 14. 

 
 
Unsuitability of location 
 
A few respondents with the Right to Buy mentioned the unsuitability of the location of their 
current home as their reason for not buying, now or in the future (a few of these had applied 
to transfer their council property).  Some estates were well-known for their high degrees of 
anti-social behaviour.  Typically, this included vandalism, drug dealing, violence, noise 
disturbance and gangs hanging out on the streets late at night.  Tenants were reluctant to buy 
properties on these estates.  For instance, a single mother living on benefits on an Aberdeen 
estate explained that even if she had an income and could afford to buy here, she would not:   
 

“It would be alright if you didn’t have the gangs standing at the top of the 
street and if the area was quieter.  Then more folk would maybe buy their 
properties.  But you get your cars damaged, the front door and everything.  So 
I wouldn’t recommend it (buying here).”    

 
Tenant with the modernised Right to Buy, Aberdeen, Interview 05. 

 
She reported that very few properties in the area had been bought.  Most were multi-storey 
flats and remained empty of tenants.  Exceptionally, one nearby flat had been bought and was 
later put up for re-sale on the private market.  It remained unsold for over two years. 
 
Anti-social behaviour was not the only reason that an area was seen as less suitable than 
another.  One example concerned a single father who lived with his young son in a tenement 
flat on a busy main road with no access to parks.  He wanted to move to a council property 
near to his son’s school in another part of the city.  This location would be more convenient 
for getting to and from the school and his son would be free to play with school friends after 
school in the quiet side streets and local park.  The reduction in time spent on the twice-daily 
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‘school run’ would help the father to find a job.  He could then save money and plan to 
exercise his Right to Buy. 
 
 
‘Lifestage’ or personal circumstances 
 
Several respondents who were tenants with the preserved Right to Buy cited their stage of life 
and other personal circumstances as a reason why they had not bought their flat.  For some, 
renting was the ideal option at the current time and preferable to buying.  For example, a few 
single parents explained that they were out of work and living on benefits because their infant 
and primary-school age children currently needed a level of care that would not allow them to 
take on a job.  Once their children were older, they would have more opportunity to find paid 
employment and, therefore, consider buying their home.  Another respondent was retired and 
did not want to start a mortgage, for the first time, as she approached old age.  
 
Other tenants had not really considered the option of buying but when asked, considered that 
their circumstances prevented it.  For example, a married woman with young children found 
her current stage of life so hectic and chaotic that it was difficult for her to look ahead and 
plan.   
 
A few respondents with the modernised Right to Buy also reported that their stage of life and 
other personal circumstances were reasons why they were unlikely to buy their home in the 
next few years.  A couple where one partner earned the household income and was close to 
retirement made the decision not to take on the long-term responsibility of a mortgage.  
Although they had previously exercised their Right to Buy when living in southern England, 
and had positive experiences of being home owners, at this later stage in their lives they 
preferred to rent.  A younger man in his early thirties thought that he might consider buying a 
property in a few years time, once he is more ‘settled down’.  For now, he was happy to rent. 
 
 
Poor state of repair 
 
Poor state of repair of the property discouraged some tenants from buying their home.  For 
example, one respondent, a tenant in a four-in-a-block in Aberdeen, said that the poor state of 
the walls and plasterwork in her flat was one reason why she and her husband were 
discouraged from buying:   
 

“The house is not 100%.  If you’re going to buy a house privately, you would 
buy one that’s not falling down.  The council have a cheek sometimes, asking 
us (to buy) when all the repairs would land on our back and we’ve had the 
house for so many years and they’ve not repaired them.”   
 
Tenant with the preserved Right to Buy, Aberdeen, Interview 08. 

 
One respondent reported that she had been unable to buy her previous home, a council flat, 
because extensive outstanding repairs meant that a mortgage would not be awarded.  She was 
unable to get the council to complete the repairs.  To pay for the repairs herself would have 
been prohibitive.  In the end, she had given up the tenancy and bought a house, which was 
ex-Right to Buy and in good order, on the private market. 
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Responsibility for repairs and maintenance 
 
Several tenants who had not exercised their Right to Buy saw the responsibility for repairs 
and maintenance as a disadvantage associated with home ownership.  In combination with 
other factors, this dissuaded them from buying. 
 
As suggested above, this view often linked to a general lack of confidence in home buying 
and ownership.  In particular, some female respondents expressed significant anxiety and 
concern about the possible cost of repairs.  They seemed to think this cost might be 
unmanageable yet had no idea how much it might be.  Those concerned about the 
unpredictable cost of repairs often had no history of family home ownership.  Throughout 
childhood and adulthood, they had lived in properties rented from the council or private 
landlords.  They lacked confidence in basic do-it-yourself and in how to arrange for repairs to 
be carried out by trades-people.  No female respondent living with a steady male partner 
expressed overt anxiety about repairs.  Furthermore, no male respondent shared these 
feelings.  Rather, several men were distinctly confident and at ease with the idea of carrying 
out repairs, even when the repairs cost a lot.  The remaining male respondents, and the 
remaining female respondents, expressed more neutral feelings, being neither concerned nor 
overtly confident about responsibility for repairs.   
 
 
The Effect of Family Housing History on Right to Buy Motivations 
 
The research did not explicitly aim to explore the effect of family housing history on Right to 
Buy motivations.  However, once the fieldwork began, housing history soon emerged as a 
significant factor.  The level of detail regarding family history given in the interviews varied 
by respondent.  In a few accounts, it was unclear to what extent a family had a history of 
home ownership or not.  However, the findings suggested that family housing history can 
exert a powerful influence on attitudes, expectations and behaviours regarding home 
ownership.   
 
Many of the respondents had come from family backgrounds where there was no, or little, 
history of home ownership.  Their parents, aunts, uncles and grandparents had rented their 
housing either from the council or from private landlords.  This lack of previous home 
ownership in a respondent’s family background often inhibited respondents from purchasing, 
rather than renting, a home: 
 

“When I was brought up – I’ve got four brothers and four sisters – there was 
absolutely no chance that you were going to buy a house.  You were never 
going to buy a house.” 
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Edinburgh, Interview 60. 
 
 
“You were frightened to take the risk, frightened to take the chance.”  

 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Glasgow, Interview 31. 

 
Some tenants explained that this lack of history, or an associated lack of confidence, was one 
of the reasons why they had not exercised their Right to Buy.  However, many respondents 



 
 

22

with no, or little, family history of home ownership had bought a home – often for the first 
time - through the Right to Buy.  (In fact, the two examples above were from respondents 
who had exercised their Right to Buy.)  Often, they were conscious of breaking a family 
pattern of non-home ownership by doing so.  Several spoke about having been influenced or 
encouraged by close friends, colleagues and neighbours who had exercised the Right to Buy.  
Some tenants who had not exercised their Right to Buy also reported that they knew people 
who had exercised the Right to Buy.  However, to generalise, this typically comprised just 
one or two acquaintances or neighbours rather than several close friends. 
 
Re-sale purchasers of ex-Right to Buy properties spoke less of the influence of family 
history.  Many of these respondents had never been council tenants themselves, nor had their 
parents.  Rather, they had been brought up in privately-owned homes and expected to be 
home owners themselves.  To an extent, home ownership seemed to be the expectation – and 
the norm - within their wider family too.  Home ownership was sometimes preceded by a few 
years living in a private rented flat during the late teenage years and twenties. 
 
General themes emerged overall from those interviews where a family history of non-
ownership was mentioned.  To summarise, lack of family history of home buying and 
ownership was associated variously with: 
 

 An increased sense of risk.  This ‘risk’ was often ill-defined but sufficient to deter 
purchase. 

 The perception of buying as a ‘big step’ which ‘doesn’t feel safe’. 
 The view that buying is not ‘normal’ for the respondent or his or her family. 
 Confusion or lack of knowledge about the buying process. 
 More specifically, confusion or lack of knowledge about the financing of house 

purchases.  In particular, the way mortgages work was unknown as was the typical 
cost of monthly mortgage payments. 

 Lack of knowledge of, and difficulty estimating, the practical scope and cost of the 
homeowner’s additional responsibilities, in particular, responsibility for repairs and 
maintenance. 

 Related to the above, anxiety at the thought of carrying out repairs and maintenance, 
or arranging for these to be carried out.  However, a few tenants were used to carrying 
out repairs and maintenance despite their lack of family history of ownership.  These 
respondents were male and had worked in manual or semi-manual jobs. 

 The council being regarded as a reliable source of secure, safe rental housing –at least, 
in the past.   

 Renting offered a few, particularly younger, respondents the flexibility they desired.  
These respondents felt they were not ready to settle down, and did not want to be tied 
to a property.  

 
For several respondents who had bought their property through Right to Buy, Right to Buy 
provided the first introduction to home ownership in their family.  Sometimes, respondents’ 
brothers and sisters had exercised their Right to Buy within a few years of each other, 
influenced by their siblings’ example.   
 
For other respondents, their own parents - previous council tenants - had been the first in the 
family to exercise the Right to Buy.  This had set an example and influenced the respondents 
to buy as well. 
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In a few cases, there were accounts of the adolescent and adult children of respondents who 
had exercised their Right to Buy developing their own expectation of home ownership.  
Unlike their parents, when leaving home, these children expected to buy a house or flat on the 
private market without renting from the council first (although they might first rent private 
flats or rooms for a short spell in their late teens and early twenties, particularly if studying.). 
 
These accounts suggest that, for some families, Right to Buy prompted a generational shift, 
from a culture of long-term rental to a culture of home ownership.   
 
 
Awareness and Understanding of Right to Buy 
 
To an extent, awareness and understanding of Right to Buy varied by type of respondent.   
 
Those who had exercised the Right to Buy, or who were interested in exercising their 
Right to Buy in the near future, showed the greatest awareness and understanding.  
Typically, this included understanding the basic conditions for eligibility and the system for 
discounting property price.  These respondents had gained personal awareness and 
understanding of Right to Buy from having exercised their own Right to Buy.  Their sources 
of information included local council representatives, local council leaflets, newsletters and 
letters, adverts and solicitors.  Most also mentioned additional, less ‘official’, sources of 
information such as newspaper articles, television, relatives, neighbours, friends and 
colleagues at work.  In particular, many were influenced by information received from 
parents, relatives, neighbours and friends who had exercised the Right to Buy.  
 
Tenants, both those with the preserved or modernised Right to Buy, varied in their 
awareness and understanding of Right to Buy.  There was a general awareness that Right to 
Buy provided a discount on the market value of the house, and that a minimum length of 
tenancy was required.  (One or two respondents suggested three years minimum.)  However, 
many were vague about the details of Right to Buy, particularly if there was no experience of 
Right to Buy amongst their family or close acquaintances, or if they believed they were at a 
stage in their life where buying a property was not a viable option and therefore ‘not worth 
knowing’. 
 
For example, one respondent with the preserved Right to Buy who knew very little about 
Right to Buy was a single parent whose income came from benefits.  She had previously been 
declared bankrupt and described herself as trying to ‘get back on her feet’: to even consider 
the Right to Buy would be beyond her capacity at this stage in her life, psychologically.  
There was no history of home buying or ownership in her family history.   
 
In general, most tenants with the modernised Right to Buy were very vague about the terms 
and conditions of Right to Buy, even though the changes made to the scheme in 2001 would 
directly affect their home-buying opportunities.  For instance, they were typically unaware of 
the amount of discount awarded or even whether they were currently eligible to exercise the 
Right to Buy or not.  None mentioned the date at which they would become eligible to buy 
their council property. 
 
One exception to this general vagueness was a man who was a single parent, whose mother 
had exercised the Right to Buy years beforehand, and who fully intended exercising his own 
Right to Buy as soon as he was back in employment.  He had a detailed understanding of the 
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terms and conditions of the Right to Buy as they related to his own case.  The other exception 
was a woman who was unaware of whether she was eligible or not for the Right to Buy, and 
who showed no interest in buying her own home, but nevertheless knew that the rules 
regarding eligibility had somehow been changed in 2002. 
 
For most tenants, awareness and understanding of Right to Buy came from word of mouth 
from neighbours, friends and colleagues, and sometimes newspapers and television.  Several 
reported that they had not received any information about the Right to Buy from their local 
council.  However, at least one acknowledged that it was possible that mailshot information 
from councils about the Right to Buy, for instance, in the form of newsletter articles, might 
have been discarded without being read. 
 
Right to Buy purchasers who had sold their Right to Buy property had a fairly high 
general awareness and understanding of Right to Buy.  They could describe most of the 
scheme’s main features - including, in the case of one respondent, the fact that once a council 
property was bought, maintenance became the owner’s responsibility.  However, respondents 
in this group usually did not give the same level of detail as purchasers still in their own 
homes.  Some acknowledged that their understanding of Right to Buy had diminished 
because it was no longer relevant to them.  Current sources of information tended to be 
occasional newspaper, television or radio references. 
 
Awareness of the ‘modernised’ and ‘preserved’ Right to Buy 
 
All respondents were asked if they were aware of recent changes to Right to Buy.  Only a few 
respondents (around five) were aware that changes had been made.  Of these, very few could 
recount any detailed understanding of the changes involved in the ‘modernising’ of the Right 
to Buy.  A couple of respondents remembered receiving mailshots from their council about 
the changes, but could not understand them: “You get leaflets but they don’t make any 
sense.”  (Tenant with preserved Right to Buy, Aberdeen, Interview 09).  No respondent was 
familiar with the terms ‘modernised’ and ‘preserved’ Right to Buy.   
 
 
Understanding the costs of purchasing a home 
 
Respondents were asked to compare the overall cost of purchasing a home, either through 
Right to Buy or on the open market, relative to the overall cost of renting a home, either from 
the council or from a private landlord.  In addition respondents were asked what specific 
costs they considered to be involved in home ownership, compared to renting a property. 
 
Generally, council properties were thought of as cheaper than private properties, both for 
renting and purchasing.  Nevertheless, some respondents who had had recent experience or 
knowledge of rented council property expressed the view that this too has become expensive 
in recent years.  Indeed, some believed that all housing costs had rocketed in recent years.  A 
woman who had bought and sold her council house in Edinburgh said “I’m glad I’m not 
starting off now, because it must be a real nightmare for a young couple [to buy] a house.” 
(Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, Edinburgh, 
Interview 45). 
 
Many respondents were aware that home ownership came with additional costs compared 
with renting.  Repairs and maintenance work were the most commonly mentioned.  The 
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additional need to pay for building insurance was often mentioned by those who live in a 
house purchased from the council.  Other costs, such as legal and surveyor fees were also 
mentioned by a small number of respondents.  
 
Few respondents specifically mentioned the possibility of having to pay for larger repair or 
maintenance costs, such as those for communal areas.  Respondents who did tended to be 
Right to Buy purchasers who had already had some experience of repairs or maintenance to 
common areas.  A small number mentioned paying for these repairs but did not describe the 
cost as a problem.  One purchaser reported that he had not had to pay for certain repairs.  
Although it was unclear why he had not been responsible for these costs, it is possible that the 
council had been continuing to pay for communal repairs after his purchase.  
 
Whilst the cost of communal repairs had not been a problem for these respondents, there was 
one incident where repairs were not carried out due to lack of cooperation from other owners.  
One purchaser explained that he had wished to have repairs done to the windows in a shared 
stairwell, but that the other residents in the block had been unwilling to pay.  
 
Those respondents who were renting a council property were less aware of the costs of 
buying and renting.  Some of this group thought that renting a council property would be the 
cheapest option.  Conversely, some tenants, particularly those who knew people that had 
exercised their Right to Buy, believed that buying their council property would be cheaper 
than renting.  However, often these tenants expressed some concern about the additional costs 
of ownership. 
 
It is possible that tenants’ views of renting being much cheaper than buying through Right to 
Buy stemmed from their lack of knowledge of the real costs of repairs, insurance and 
maintenance and how affordable these might be.  Whilst tenants were aware that if they 
owned a house they would be responsible for these additional costs, they did not seem to be 
able to estimate what these costs might amount to.  Many expressed concerns over the costs 
of repairs.  Respondents who had had recent repair work carried out by the council, or who 
thought that their council house required work, were often worried about the amount of work 
that they would become responsible for if they owned their property.  Women who lived in 
rented council properties without a partner, including those with children, were often 
concerned about the costs of repairs. For example, a single parent from Inverness imagined 
that buying would be cheaper than renting in the long run, however she had concerns about 
the additional payments for repairs.   
 

“Once you bought it is all on your shoulders, so there is that nervousness 
about it because it costs a lot of money to just get things fixed once they start 
going wrong.”  
 
Tenant with modernised Right to Buy, Inverness, Interview 30 

 
However, two tenants were unperturbed by the prospect of having to pay for repairs if they 
owned their property.  These tenants had already undertaken maintenance or repair work on 
their rented property themselves and were not frightened by the additional costs.    One tenant 
had carried out extensive D.I.Y in his council flat.  For example, he had built a partition to 
create an extra bedroom.   He was not concerned by the costs for repairs or maintenance.  
Owning a house would make no difference to him, as he currently carried out all such work 
himself.  Another respondent, a single retired woman from Glasgow, did not seem concerned 
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about the costs of repairs or maintenance.  Although she was a tenant, she had previously 
owned a home, which she sold after her husband died.  
 
Those who currently live in a property they had purchased through Right to Buy often 
reported that their monthly costs, including mortgage payments, were slightly less than the 
monthly rent had been.  A few other respondents said that the monthly payments for buying 
their council property were around the same or slightly more than their rent had been.  
Additional costs such as building insurance were included in respondents’ comparisons.   
 
Long term benefits and cost savings were recognised by some respondents who had exercised 
their Right to Buy.  A purchaser from Inverness reported that, with insurance, his monthly 
payments increased after purchasing his council house.  Nevertheless, he felt that over time it 
had still been cheaper for him to buy. 
 

“I would say that anyone who’s in a position [to buy their council house] 
should buy it, because rent’s dead money.  If you can buy, it’s an investment.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Inverness, Interview 27 

 
Amongst those who had sold the house they bought through Right to Buy, although many 
recognised that renting may have benefits, such as not having to pay for repairs or 
maintenance, the long-term benefits of home ownership were important.  They explained that 
over time, buying their council house might work out cheaper than renting.  Furthermore, to 
varying degrees, the very status of ‘ownership’ was itself implied to have an intrinsic value.  
Being an owner altered a person’s position or status in a way that was imagined to have 
lasting impact.  An owner was seen to be more independent, more in control of his or her life 
and circumstances.  Sometimes, this was described in financial terms.  For example, one man 
from rural Perthshire explained: 
 

“If you buy a house, it costs you money over a period of years.  But surely it 
must have made you money.  There has got to be something at the end of it 
that you won’t have if you rented.  [Renting] is what I call dead money”.  
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
rural Perthshire, Interview 52. 

 
At other times, respondents spoke of the status of ownership without alluding to financial 
implications.  For example a woman from Edinburgh explained: 
 

“Being able to move from one area to another.  There is no way I would have 
been able to move out of a council house.  So I would say it gives you your 
freedom.” 
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 49. 

 
Purchasers of properties through Right to Buy generally appeared to be aware of the 
additional costs of repairs and maintenance.  On the whole, they took these in their stride.  
Some Right to Buy purchasers described how they had included the additional costs of home 
ownership, such as insurance and legal fees into their calculations when they considered 
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purchasing their home.  Some had made numerous improvements to their home after 
purchasing it from the council, such as installing double-glazing, central heating, insulation, 
new kitchens, and bathrooms and general redecorating.  In some cases these improvements 
had been funded through re-mortgaging their property. 
 
Repairs to common areas were also acknowledged as an additional cost incurred by home 
owners.  These costs were generally not considered to be problematic.  A few had already 
paid for common repairs.  These were generally organised by the council. For example a 
retired woman from Edinburgh who lived in a flat had had repairs on her roof. 
 

“We have had a big roof repair but again it is shared between 12 people. 
When there was maybe only seven house owners [in the block of flats], the 
council pays a share for the council tenants.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Edinburgh, Interview 11. 

 
Nevertheless, as mentioned previously, one respondent, in Edinburgh, expressed concern 
about the state of common areas such as the stairwell and external areas.  She lived in a 
multi-storey flat, where the majority of flats were owned.  Initially repairs to communal areas 
were organised by the council, but as more tenants exercised their Right to Buy, the council 
stopped these repairs.  Despite her attempts to arrange repairs, other owners in her block were 
unwilling to pay for these repairs.  She expressed concern that the value of her property might 
decrease as the fabric of the building deteriorated. 
 
Purchasers of ex-Right to Buy properties commented very little on the costs of repair work.  
Those who did spoke of repairs in terms of renovation, suggesting the costs incurred were 
viewed positively, perhaps as a way of protecting or improving their investment.  This view 
of repairs was also expressed by some purchasers of Right to Buy properties.  A woman from 
rural Perthshire who had sold the home she purchased through Right to Buy explained that 
home owners were responsible for any repairs in their home. 
 

“You’ve got to keep the property maintained and improved yourself.  There’s 
nobody going to do that for you.  So that in order to protect and enhance your 
investment, you’ve got to do [it].” 
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
rural Perthshire, Interview 52. 
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CHAPTER 4: EXERCISING THE RIGHT TO BUY 
 
 
Purchasers generally found the process of purchasing a property through Right to Buy to be 
straightforward, although some had been concerned about the process before it began.  
Purchasers had varying levels of help through the process.  Respondents’ experiences of 
exercising the Right to Buy are detailed below. 
 
 
Purchasers’ experience of the Right to Buy Process 
 
Those who bought their council house under the Right to Buy varied in the level of detail 
they remembered about the process.  Those who purchased in the last 5-10 years often 
offered more detailed information.   
 
The length of time of the purchase, from initial enquiry to completion, varied from less than 
six months to up to a year and a half.  For most, the process was completed in less than 6 
months.  Only one respondent, a woman from Edinburgh, said that it took more than one 
year, although there was no obvious explanation for the delay in the purchase process.  Only 
one or two respondents thought that the process had taken too long.   
 
Many respondents remembered contacting the council either to ask about the process, or to 
request an application form, and for most this was the first step in the process.  Many 
purchasers then remembered a surveyor coming to their house to conduct a valuation.  After 
this, some explained that they received a letter from the council detailing the price at which 
they could buy the house, and the discount that they would receive.  A small number 
remembered that they then had a set time in which to decide whether they wished to purchase 
the property or not, however the length of time recalled varied from 1 month to a year. 
 
Respondents described what forms of help and assistance they had received during the 
process.  Most remember having some contact with solicitors during the purchase process, 
although the level of help given by the solicitors varied greatly.  Some were used purely to 
fulfil the legal requirements, whereas others described their solicitor as dealing with 
“everything” after they received the offer from the council.   
 
Other sources of help included the council itself, mortgage advice centres, financial advisors 
and advice centres set up specifically for those wishing to purchase their council property.  
The level of help provided by these sources also varied.   One couple, who live in Edinburgh, 
remembered that the council sent them a list of relevant solicitors. One respondent from 
Edinburgh thought that the council had handled everything once he completed the application 
form.  
 

“And then they did all the processing work on that.  You didn’t have to get a 
lawyer, they did it all from their end.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 03. 

 
A small number of respondents spoke to advisors in advice centres set up specifically for 
those wishing to purchase their council property before they had any contact with the council.   
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These advisors appeared to be instrumental in the purchase process, explaining the long-term 
benefits of buying compared with renting and explaining the costs involved in buying.  For 
one woman in Edinburgh who went to an advice centre, this advice may have given her the 
confidence to start the process.  She explained that initially she had thought buying was a big 
step and had worried about the risks.  However, with the reassurance offered by the advisor, 
she decided to purchase her council flat.  
 

“We’d always been a bit scared to buy. We’d been married at that time for a 
good long number of years, but we’d always been scared to buy because 
we’re working class people and our parents hadn’t purchased their homes 
and it was a big step. We thought ‘What if you lost your job?’.” 

 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Edinburgh, Interview 01. 

 
Those who remember using an advisor or a solicitor generally said that it took only a short 
amount of time; 6 months or less. Those who did not mention using an advisor or solicitor 
cited various time spans; from six months to a year and a half. 
 
Two respondents suggested that the Council were responsible for the slowness of the process. 
In one case a man from Aberdeen considered this to be due to problems agreeing what repairs 
the council should undertake before he purchased his flat. 
 

“As I say, within about a year everything was signed and sealed. There was a 
lot of back and forth with [the council], getting this confirmed and there were 
the problems of agreeing the things the council should do before we went 
ahead and bought it.” (07) 
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Aberdeen, Interview 07. 
 

 
Financing the Right to Buy 
 
Mortgages were the main source for financing the purchase of council properties.  In some 
cases, the mortgage also covered other costs such as solicitors’, or advisors’ fees.  Personal 
savings were rarely used.  When used, these only formed part for the payment, alongside a 
mortgage.  A woman from Edinburgh explained that she had had to get a job to supplement 
her husband’s income.  After a year they had raised enough money for the deposit.  Another 
woman from Edinburgh explained that she could not afford to buy when she initially heard 
about Right to Buy, as she had no savings for a deposit.  It was not until 2 or 3 years later 
when she was left money from her grandfather’s will, that she was able to afford the deposit 
for her terraced house.  Indeed this money was the driving factor of her decision to purchase. 
 

“Really when I got the money from my grandparents’ estate I said let’s go for 
it because we wouldn’t normally be able to get onto the property market.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Edinburgh, Interview 43. 

 
Banks or other mortgage providers generally provided mortgages for these purchasers.  Only 
one respondent specifically mentioned using a mortgage arranged through the council. This 
woman from Edinburgh, who subsequently sold her Right to Buy house, received a 100% 
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mortgage with the council, which she described as “extremely good”.  On the other hand, a 
council tenant from Aberdeen, who had withdrawn his application when he lost his job, 
thought that the APR on the council’s mortgage was higher than the loan he had been offered. 
 
In a small number of cases, cash was used to finance the whole purchase. These purchases 
were not funded by the tenants themselves, but by their children.  For example a man in rural 
Perthshire explained that he had purchased his mother-in-law’s council house for her, 
although the purchase was made in his name.  A woman from rural Perthshire was given the 
money to purchase the house by her son.  In this case the purchase was made in her name, 
although he would inherit the house when she dies. 
 
A few respondents, including two tenants who withdrew their application, experienced 
difficulties financing the purchase of their council property.  Specifically, there were a 
number of reasons given for difficulties securing a mortgage. Two older purchasers were 
unable to get a mortgage that would allow them to repay the cost of the house due to their 
age.  Instead they were offered an interest only mortgage, which they accepted.  A man from 
Inverness had difficulty finding a lender who would give him a mortgage due to the non-
traditional construction of the house.    
 
Interestingly no one mentioned any problems keeping up with mortgage repayments.  One 
couple who purchased their flat in Edinburgh explained that even when the husband lost his 
job, they still continued to keep up with the repayments.  This had been one of their biggest 
fears when they had considered purchasing. 
 

“Even though my husband did lose his job, at one point, we still somehow 
managed to keep it going and we never missed a payment.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Edinburgh, Interview 01. 
 

 
Reasons for the withdrawal of Right to Buy applications 
 
Only five respondents interviewed had withdrawn an application to purchase their council 
house.  Two of these went on to buy the property at a later date and another was in the 
process of applying again. 
 
Often the main reason for withdrawing the application was the cost; either the valuation of 
the property price was more than expected, or the monthly cost of repaying the mortgage 
offered was more than the respondent had been able to afford.  For example, a retired man 
from Govan described how he applied to buy his flat after his neighbour bought his.  When 
he filled in his Right to Buy application form he was given the choice of surveyors; either a 
“district” or a “local” surveyor.  He chose the latter.  When his valuation came through it 
was significantly higher than the valuation his neighbour had received for his similar 
property.  After discussing the apparent discrepancy with his neighbour, he decided that it 
was due to the surveyor he chose.  He withdrew his application and reapplied the next year, 
with the “district” surveyor.  The valuation was reduced by £1,000. 
 
Another respondent in Govan put in an application after discussion with her daughter-in-law.  
This retired woman wished to purchase the property using only her savings; however the 
valuation was more than she could afford to pay.  Although her daughter-in-law offered to 
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help finance the purchase, she was unwilling to go ahead with the purchase unless she could 
buy the house entirely with her own savings.  The respondent implied that her daughter-in-
law was the driving force and that she was not really that keen to purchase in the first place.  
The application was withdrawn. 
 

“It doesn't bother me either way. I know all the legal side of it, that if I bought 
it I’d be able to leave my grandchildren with a sum of money, I know all that, 
but that doesn't sway me.” 
 
Tenant with the preserved Right to Buy, Glasgow, Interview 33. 
 

A woman from Stirlingshire withdrew her application when she realised that the monthly 
payments for the only mortgage she could get would be too expensive.  A man from 
Aberdeen applied to exercise his Right to Buy, but then lost his job, so would not be able to 
afford the mortgage repayments.  He planned to reapply to purchase his house in the near 
future. 
 
Only one respondent withdrew an application for reasons not related to finance.  In this case, 
a couple from rural Perthshire applied for the Right to Buy, but then decided that the house 
was slightly too large and that they were not really happy with it.  They withdrew the 
application and tried to get an exchange to a smaller property, with a view to buying this 
instead.  When they were unable to get a suitable exchange, they reapplied and purchased the 
house. 
 
 
Overall views on Right to Buy process 
 
Respondents who had exercised their Right to Buy generally reported that the process of 
purchasing a council house had been “straightforward”.  These respondents rarely elaborated 
on their experiences of the process in any detail and it was apparent that they had not found it 
particularly stressful. 
 
A number of respondents had only vague recollections of the process, due to the time that had 
elapsed since they purchased their home.  This vagueness might have lead to experiences of 
the Right to Buy process being reported in simplified form.  For example, a woman from 
Edinburgh who purchased her house in 19743 commented: 
 

“It didn’t seem to be difficult process.  I don’t remember any major hiccoughs 
or people coming and going. I don’t think there were any problems about it at 
all.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 53 

 
Some respondents mentioned negative aspects of the purchase.  As explained earlier, a few 
found the process a little slow and others had difficulty financing the purchase, or paying 

                                                 
3 Due to the purchase date given, this respondent would not have bought her property under the Right to Buy, 
but rather, through a voluntary sales process. 
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solicitors fees.  However, as often as not, these respondents reported that the purchase itself 
was simple and straightforward. 
 
For some purchasing a house seemed to be a big step psychologically. A woman from 
Edinburgh explained that the process was stressful as she had never done it before.  She 
hoped that she was “doing the right thing” and that she could afford it.   
 

“You’ve never been down that road before and you’re not sure what it 
involves.  You’re a bit stressed in case it doesn’t all come to fruition.  You’re 
a bit stressed because you’re wondering if you’ve done the right thing and if 
you’re going to be able to afford it.  You’ve got a 25 year burden around your 
neck.” 
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Edinburgh, Interview 18. 

 
Two respondents decided to purchase their houses despite feeling that the properties were not 
suitable.  In both instances they had first applied for exchanges, however did not get offered 
suitable properties and therefore decided to proceed with the purchase of their existing 
homes.  Indeed, a Council Housing Officer advised a woman from Stirlingshire that the only 
way she would be able to move to a more suitable property was to purchase her council 
property. This added to the stress of the process, as there was an element of doubt.  
 

“I had my reservations and didn’t want to buy this.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, rural Stirlingshire, Interview 
26. 
 

Those with a family history of home ownership had generally been happy with the purchase 
process, and seemed less likely to have found it stressful.  Where solicitors, advisors or the 
council handled the process, respondents were often positive about the process.   
 
Purchasers who had subsequently sold the home they purchased under Right to Buy were 
generally happy with the purchase process.   Indeed only one respondent mentioned any 
negative aspect; the length of time for the process.  It seems possible that the ease of the 
process of exercising their Right to Buy had given them the confidence to subsequently sell 
and buy on the open market. 
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CHAPTER 5: IMPACT OF THE RIGHT TO BUY 
 
The impact of Right to Buy on housing opportunities 
 
We asked respondents to describe the impact Right to Buy had had on their housing 
opportunities and choices over time.  Respondents identified ways in which Right to Buy had 
impacted on their housing opportunities and choices.  Key themes included; 

• purchasing opportunities 
• home improvements 
• increased mobility 
• the impact on finances, for example investment opportunities.   

 
Some respondents also identified the impact of Right to Buy in terms of personal 
improvement.  These various impacts are discussed in turn in below. 
 
 
Impact on purchasing opportunities 
 
Respondents expressed the impact of Right to Buy in terms of the impact on their purchasing 
opportunities, both for the immediate opportunity of purchasing their council house, and also 
the impact this has had on later housing purchases.  Whilst some expressed these 
opportunities in personal terms, others made more general references to Right to Buy 
increasing opportunities for “working class” or “unemployed” people to buy their own 
home. 
 
Often, Right to Buy was seen to have offered council tenants a unique opportunity to 
purchase a home.  This view was particularly strong amongst respondents who had taken the 
opportunity themselves.  For example a woman from Stirlingshire, who had purchased her 
four-in-a-block flat, explained that without the Right to Buy “I honestly don’t think we would 
have been able to afford to buy a house.” (Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, 
Stirlingshire, Interview 56.) 
 
Some respondents thought the Right to Buy had provided them with their only chance to buy 
a home.  When these respondents were asked what they would have done if Right to Buy had 
not been available, they thought that they would have continued to rent council properties.  
Indeed those who were living in the property they had purchased through Right to Buy, 
generally predicted that, without the Right to Buy, they would still be tenants of that property. 
 
For example, two single parents mentioned that Right to Buy offered them the only 
opportunity they had to purchase a home.  A single mother who was renting a property from 
Inverness Council described how purchasing a property on the open market would not be 
possible for someone in her circumstances.  In her opinion, for single parents, Right to Buy 
often provided the only way to purchase a home.  
 

“With your discounts, it makes it more affordable for you to get onto the 
property market.  Whereas before, forget it on a single parent’s wage, that is 
not going to happen.”   
 
Tenant with modernised Right to Buy, Inverness, Interview 30. 
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A few purchasers believed that the Right to Buy had improved their opportunity to purchase a 
home.  These respondents described how Right to Buy had provided them with “a start in 
life”.   Typically, they predicted that they would have purchased a home eventually, even if 
Right Buy had not been available.  However, Right to Buy had provided them with an easier 
route to home ownership.  Although respondents did not refer directly to the discount to a 
property’s market value awarded under Right to Buy, it was apparent that this had made 
home ownership more accessible for them.   
 
Occasionally, exercising the Right to Buy represented a step on the way to buying the current 
home.  For example, a woman who had purchased her two bedroom council flat in Edinburgh 
over 25 years ago and owned a 3 bedroom semidetached house with a large garden,  
explained that it would have been more difficult to finance the purchase of her current house 
if she had not bought first through Right to Buy.   
 

“We had a nice house which we bought and therefore had a nice house to sell, 
which obviously was a bonus in itself. It would have just been a lot harder for 
us financially to get here [without Right to Buy].”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 53 

 
Respondents who thought they would have bought a property even without the assistance of 
Right to Buy often had a family history of homeownership.  This included many of the 
respondents who later went on to sell their Right to Buy property. 
 
Tenants were less likely to refer to the impact of Right to Buy on purchasing opportunities.  
Clearly many tenants had not considered purchasing their council home and perhaps had not 
thought about the benefits of home ownership.   Those tenants who did talk about Right to 
Buy’s impact on purchasing opportunities generally knew someone who had purchased their 
council house through Right to Buy. 
 
Some purchasers of ex-Right to Buy properties explained how, at the time of their purchase, 
their properties had been cheaper than similar houses which had always been privately 
owned, simply because they were ‘ex-council’.   This lower price may have enabled them to 
buy a house that was more suitably sized, in a better state of repair or in a more suitable area.  
These respondents felt that they would have bought a property, even if they were not able to 
purchase an ex-Right to Buy property.  For example, a retired woman from Inverness who 
had bought an ex-Right to Buy property with her husband, explained that without Right to 
Buy releasing rental stock onto the private market, they would not have been able to afford to 
buy a bungalow. 
 

“Our options would have been very different.  I think that we would have 
probably got a flat.  I don’t think that we would have managed to buy a 
bungalow.” 
 
Purchaser of an ex-Right to Buy property, Inverness, Interview 28. 

 
Nevertheless, some explained that ex-Right to Buy houses were now being sold for similar 
prices to equivalent houses. 
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Impact on home improvements 
 
It was clear from the interviews that there was an expectation that once someone purchases a 
house from the council, they will make improvements to it.  Although respondents rarely 
referred to this specifically when considering the personal impact of Right to Buy, it was 
clear that many purchasers had undertaken a wide range of improvements to their house 
subsequent to purchasing.   A few respondents who purchased their home through Right to 
Buy acknowledged that the scheme had given them the “freedom” to renovate their home.  
Furthermore, a man who purchased his four-in-a-block flat in Glasgow thought that 
purchasing his home was the only way to get improvements done (56).  When he had been a 
tenant he had repeatedly asked for repairs and maintenance to be done on his flat. He found 
that the council either refused to do these repairs as “they hadn’t got the money to do it”, or 
that the work completed by the council was to a poor standard.  
 
Indeed, when some respondents discussed the impact Right to Buy had on others, they 
referred to the increased opportunity to make improvements to the home.  For example a 
woman renting her flat in Glasgow talked about her friend who had purchased a council 
property through Right to Buy.   
 

“She’s been able to do her house up. She’s extended out and done different 
things that she could never have got done when she was with the council.” 
 
Tenant with preserved Right to Buy, Glasgow, Interview 41.   

 
These home improvements might have had an impact on neighbours and neighbourhoods.  
Some respondents claimed that areas were improving because of these renovations.  A man 
from Edinburgh who sold his home he purchased through Right to Buy explained that “it 
doesn’t look like a council scheme if people are buying their houses” because purchasers 
were renovating their homes. (Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to 
Buy property, Edinburgh, Interview 20).  A single mother renting her house from Stirling 
council explained how purchasers were improving their gardens. “I felt that I had to keep 
[my garden] a bit tidier out of respect for them.” (Tenant with preserved Right to Buy, rural 
Stirlingshire, Interview 25).  
 
The renovations may also have had negative impacts.   A man who purchased his four-in-a-
block flat in Aberdeen explained how he spent a lot of money renovating his flat.  He 
expressed concern that the ‘savings’ offered to him by the discount on the properties 
estimated market value had to be spent on repairs. 
 
 
Impact on mobility 
 
Some respondents expressed the view that Right to Buy offered purchasers greater freedom 
of movement.  Others reported that it gave them a sense of increased security; because they 
knew that as owners they had the right to stay in their own home as long as they wanted.  
Either way, it was clear that Right to Buy empowered some respondents with an increased 
ability to choose their housing movements. 
 
Many respondents who went on to sell the property they had bought through Right to Buy 
described having gained an increased freedom.  They explained that by purchasing their 
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council house they had greater opportunity to move on to better or more suitable houses, or to 
better areas.  For example, a widow from Edinburgh explained that Right to Buy gave her 
“freedom”.  She thought that without Right to Buy, she would still be renting the same 
council property.  
 

“Being able to move from one area to another.  There is no way I would have 
been able to move out of a council house.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 49. 
  

Some of these respondents had a sense of improving their situation.  They talked about the 
opportunity they had to sell their Right to Buy house and use the profit for their next 
purchase.  For example a woman who, with her husband, bought her semi-detached house 
from the council in Glasgow and then sold it four years later, explained how Right to Buy 
allowed them to move up the property ladder.  
 

“It gave us a good start, because of the discount that we had.  That gave us a 
good deposit towards a mortgage when we moved onto the next house.  So it 
made houses affordable for us.   We could go up the rung of the ladder.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Glasgow, Interview 59. 
  

This sense of freedom was not confined only to those who had already sold their Right to 
Buy property.  A few respondents who still lived in the property purchased through Right to 
Buy were considering moving in the future.  The reasons these respondents were thinking of 
moving varied, including suitability of current property and aspirations to move on to a better 
property.  For example older respondents in property with stairs, may be concerned that these 
will become a problem in the future. These respondents believed that Right to Buy would 
allow them to make this move.  They could put the proceeds from selling their Right to Buy 
property into purchasing their next home.   
 
Conversely, a small number mentioned that, when they were tenants, they had had difficulties 
trying to get an exchange to a better property.  By purchasing their home through Right to 
Buy, they felt that they were more likely to move on to a more suitable house.  For example, 
a young woman from rural Stirlingshire described her current home, purchased through Right 
to Buy, as unsuitable because she lived with her husband and three children in a two bedroom 
flat.  Initially, she felt ‘forced’ into purchasing an unsuitable property because the Council 
could not offer her a transfer.  However she now considers that Right to Buy had opened up 
the opportunity to move. 

 
 “It has a weight off my shoulders because we know we are going to get 
somewhere [more suitable].  When we were on the waiting list, we were just at 
a standstill.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, rural Stirlingshire, Interview 
26 
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Other purchasers expressed the comfort they felt, knowing that Right to Buy had given them 
the opportunity to move, even if they do not want to.  These purchasers were happy with their 
current home, but thought that, if the property became unsuitable in the future, for example 
because of failing health, they would be able to move.  A couple, nearing retirement, from 
rural Perthshire in a three bedroom house explained that they would be able to move to more 
suitable property without stairs should their health deteriorate in old age.  
 

“We have got our health and everything, but if anything happens in five years 
you don’t know…You always know that you own your own house…There is 
always a market for this kind of, house.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, rural Perthshire, Interview 15 

 
Interestingly, retired purchasers still in their purchased home talked about the security of 
home ownership.  For them, one of the most significant impacts of Right to Buy was that 
owning their home allowed them to feel more secure.  Right to Buy provided them with the 
knowledge that they would not have to move out of their house as they aged.  
 
In direct contrast, for several tenants – those who had not or could not exercise their Right to 
Buy – one of the main impacts of Right to Buy on their housing opportunities was a 
decreased mobility.  Their perception was that the purchasing of council properties through 
Right to Buy had led to depleted housing stocks.  This had reduced their chances of the 
council moving them to more suitable houses or to more desirable areas in response to their 
transfer requests.  For example a single parent with two sons in a rented flat in Edinburgh was 
unhappy with the area in which he lives.  He blamed Right to Buy as the reason why he had 
been unable to move into a house in a ‘better’ area. 
 

“[Right to Buy] certainly lessened my choice where I could live.  The fact that 
so many council properties have now been sold off has lessened the 
opportunities for myself and the boys.”  
 
Tenant with modernised Right to Buy, Edinburgh, Interview 19. 

 
 
Impacts on financial opportunities 
 
Some respondents, particularly those with experience of Right to Buy, described various 
positive financial impacts of Right to Buy.  These financial opportunities included 
inheritance, financial security, investments and an improved quality of life. 
 
Respondents, particularly pensioners and those with children, described how Right to Buy 
would provide an inheritance for their family, which they may not have had otherwise.   A 
single parent from Edinburgh who bought and then sold a house through Right to Buy 
described Right to Buy as “something you know your family is going to get money back from. 
You can’t lose.” (Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 49). 
 
Some respondents mentioned that Right to Buy could act as an investment in their future.  As 
described earlier, some saw this as an investment that could help towards moving into more 
suitable properties.  A few described it as an investment in terms of providing for the future, 
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either by reducing their monthly outgoings once their mortgage was paid off, or by the profits 
from the sale of their Right to Buy property.  A retired man from rural Perthshire made a 
profit when selling his Right to Buy home, which he did not reinvest in his next purchase.  He 
asserted that, in this way, he had made greater returns on his purchase than if he had invested 
his money in any other way. 
 
Although few respondents described that Right to Buy had provided them with a financial 
investment, some did report that it provided them with financial security.  This view was 
expressed by a number of older purchasers of Right to Buy properties. For example a couple 
who were close to retirement age in rural Perthshire said Right to Buy offered them security, 
as they knew that should they ever need the money, they could always sell their house.  For 
them, ‘money’ was bound up in the value of their three bedroom terrace house. 
 

“It had given us a bit more security.  Coming up to our old age… it all boils 
down to money.  If you have got money, you are safe.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, rural Perthshire, Interview 15 

 
Other respondents with experience of Right to Buy, described how this had offered them an 
improved quality of life.  Their monthly mortgage payments were less than their previous 
rental payments.  The difference each month provided them with greater disposable income, 
which could be spent as they liked, for example on holidays, or could be saved for retirement.  
 
One respondent also mentioned that Right to Buy impacted on her financial status.  This 
widow, who had bought her terrace house from Edinburgh with her husband, reported that, 
after the purchase, her credit rating improved.  This allowed her to apply for credit cards and 
loans. 
 

“It opens the door if you were applying for [a] loan or credit card.  It gives 
you a bit of status, it puts your status up a bit in some respects… ‘Are you a 
homeowner?’ I think that probably is quite important to people who are going 
to lend money.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Edinburgh, Interview 18. 

  
As discussed earlier, many respondents spent more money renovating their home after 
purchasing it through Right to Buy. Although these respondents seemed happy to undertake 
these renovations, it is possible that they detract from the financial impacts of Right to Buy.  
At least one respondent had re-mortgaged their house to the full valuation of the house in 
order to carry out repairs and renovations. 
 
 
Impact on personal satisfaction, attitudes and behaviour 
 
Many respondents referred to changes in attitude affecting those who had purchased through 
Right to Buy.   These were generally positive and included; 

• increased pride in their home,  
• self-esteem or sense of achievement,  
• independence, and 
• sense of responsibility. 
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The most common change that was referred to was the increased sense of pride that 
purchasers had in their home.  This change was identified by all types of respondent; Right to 
Buy purchasers, ex-Right to Buy purchasers and tenants.  Many respondents viewed the 
home improvements made by Right to Buy purchasers as a sign of increased pride in their 
homes.  A few believed that this pride went further, and that Right to Buy made some owners 
care more about their neighbourhood.  A woman who purchased her flat in Edinburgh 
through Right to Buy believed that the scheme “helps to improve people’s lives and makes 
them more caring neighbours and citizens”. (Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, 
Edinburgh, Interview 18.) 
 
Many Right to Buy purchasers discussed how they had not exercised their Right to Buy until 
some time after hearing about the scheme.  Generally neighbours, friends or family had 
purchased their council house before the respondents decided to exercise their Right to Buy.  
It appears that these respondents gained the confidence to purchase their council house from 
seeing others around them go through the Right to Buy process.  In addition this might have 
provided them with an understanding of the costs involved in repairs and maintenance.  A 
woman from Glasgow explained that while she was a tenant she never thought she would be 
able to afford to buy a house.  However, as more and more people she knew exercised their 
Right to Buy, she began to realise that this was an opportunity for her too. 
 

“It was changing [my] mindset from negativity to seeing this as an 
opportunity.  Getting over all the worries that you have about actually 
maintaining the whole building, it's your responsibility.  I found that was the 
barrier.  [However we] realised that so many other people do it.  So we 
thought ‘if they can do it…’.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Glasgow, Interview 59. 

 
A few respondents who purchased their home through Right to Buy suggested that their 
personal outlook had been affected more generally.  Some described a sense of achievement.  
A retired couple who purchased their four-in-a-block flat in Glasgow, described Right to Buy 
as giving them an increased sense of independence.  This increased sense of independence 
perhaps came from their ability to make changes to their house without going through the 
council.  A woman who sold her Right to Buy property in Edinburgh explained Right to Buy 
gave her a greater sense of responsibility.  

 
“If I lost my job my first priority would be to find another job so that I could 
maintain [a roof over my head].  If I was a council tenant… I could live off 
state benefits.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, 
Edinburgh, Interview 03. 

 
 
The impact of Right to Buy on neighbourhoods  
 
When respondents were asked how Right to Buy affected neighbourhoods, the most common 
response was that owners generally took greater care of their properties than tenants.  They 
felt that Right to Buy gave owners more pride in their homes, which encouraged them to take 
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more care of their own properties.  Improvements were made to homes and gardens, in turn 
encouraging other residents in the area to take more pride in their homes too.  For example a 
retired woman who purchased an ex-Right to Buy property in Inverness commented: 
 

“The houses have been upgraded and people have been given a pride in the 
area.”  
 
Purchaser of an ex-Right to Buy property, Inverness, Interview 28. 

 
Furthermore, a few respondents suggested that this increased pride in the home prompted 
purchasers to be better neighbours and to take more interest in the neighbourhood.   For 
example, owners were described as taking more interest in communal areas, to be more likely 
to “keep their children in order” and to encourage a community spirit.  One retired purchaser 
from Glasgow suggested that Right to Buy had improved neighbours’ behaviour because they 
were “more aware” of their surroundings.  A single parent who was a tenant in Aberdeen 
thought that purchasers would have more “respect” for the area, because they would feel that 
they had invested in it personally.  
 
However, in contrast, a retired tenant from Glasgow felt that some purchasers became more 
selfish and had an attitude that they could do anything they liked, because they owned their 
house.  She felt that the Right to Buy purchasers were less respectful of the communal areas 
because of this: 
 

“It's just selfishness really. We have a big area [outside with] trees in it, and 
in the spring and summer there’s loads of flowers.  It's a nice outlook. People 
have started to use it as a parking area and… they’ve been tipping rubbish.”  
 
Tenant with the preserved Right to Buy, Glasgow, Interview 33. 

 
A few purchasers of ex-Right to Buy properties and purchasers who had sold their home felt 
that Right to Buy provided a more stable neighbourhood.  They believed that Right to Buy 
purchasers were continuing to invest in their local neighbourhood and staying there.  This 
stability was viewed as encouraging a sense of community.   For example a retired couple 
who purchased an ex-Right to Buy house in rural Perthshire felt that it was better that tenants 
were buying properties, rather than renting them, because the residents changed over less 
often.   
 

“With people buying [council properties], at least the people that are buying 
them are people you’ve known, instead of a lot of strangers coming in and 
renting.”  
 
Purchaser of ex-Right to Buy property, rural Perthshire, Interview 47. 

 
By contrast, a woman who had purchased her terraced house in rural Stirlingshire through 
Right to Buy felt that her neighbourhood had become unsettled as an indirect result of the 
scheme.  She explained how the neighbourhood had improved as a large number of council 
houses began to be bought by their tenants.  However this improvement was followed by an 
increase in the number of private houses built in the area.  With this came greater movement 
of neighbours.  She viewed these changes as a negative impact of Right to Buy, describing 
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how the character of the neighbourhood had altered when these new neighbours arrived.  She 
felt there was a sense of “alienation” from the community.   
 

“They treat you like they are trying to push us out and sort of I know it sounds 
stupid but kind of take over the place and we have no say in anything anymore 
we are sort of unimportant.” 
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, rural Perthshire, Interview 24. 

 
A few respondents mentioned other positive impacts of the Right to Buy on local 
neighbourhoods.  These included neighbourhoods where lots of council houses have been 
purchased gaining a better reputation in the wider community than they had previously.  
Also, a few mentioned that housing prices in these neighbourhoods were rising more quickly 
than prices in areas where fewer council houses had been purchased.  (Home owners saw this 
as a positive impact.) 
 
Some respondents felt that Right to Buy impacted negatively on the accessibility of ‘good’ 
neighbourhoods for many people.  These respondents were generally tenants.  They believed 
that the majority of ‘good houses’ in ‘good’ neighbourhoods had been sold through Right to 
Buy.  This made these neighbourhoods increasingly inaccessible for council tenants such as 
themselves.  For example a single father from Edinburgh felt that when he applied for council 
housing, he had not been able to get a house in a ‘good’ neighbourhood.  He blamed this on 
the fact that so many council properties had been sold off. 
 

“I would say it certainly lessened my choice of where I could live, the fact that 
so many council properties have now been sold off… The Right to Buy… has 
lessened the opportunity for myself and the boys.”  
 
Tenant with modernised Right to Buy, Edinburgh, Interview 19.  

 
A few respondents pointed out that, as the good council houses in good neighbourhoods were 
bought in increasing numbers, the poorer or less desirable housing in worse areas were being 
abandoned by decent tenants, by families and to an extent by the council who were slower to 
carry out repairs or take action to enforce social order on their estates than before.  Estates 
comprising multi storey blocks with communal entrances became the increasing focus of 
anti-social behaviour, shabby conditions (partly due to vandalism) and dropping occupancy 
rates as their demography changed.  Meanwhile, the neighbouring estates comprising houses 
were moving up-market.  In these examples, respondents thought that Right to Buy had 
helped create either a downward or upward spiral of deterioration or improvement. 
 
A few respondents expressed concern that some people were purchasing local council houses 
in order to let them out on the private rental market.  These respondents lived in Edinburgh, 
Perthshire and Glasgow and were generally Right to Buy purchasers; just one was a tenant.  
Although one respondent condemned this practice as ‘profiteering’, respondents’ greater 
concern was that the properties might be let out to unsuitable tenants.  For example a retired 
couple who had purchased their four-in-a-block flat in Edinburgh told of problematic tenants 
in the area who rented an ex-Right to Buy property from a private landlord.  The problems 
caused by this family included noise, damage to property and vandalism.  One respondent, a 
Right to Buy purchaser from rural Perthshire, explained that in his area, landlords of ex-Right 
to Buy properties were overcrowding the properties with immigrants. 
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The impact of Right to Buy on rental stock 
 
Many respondents expressed concerns that one impact of Right to Buy was the depletion of 
council stock.  This reduced the availability of affordable rented accommodation for those 
who needed it.  Some were simply concerned that rental stock overall was being reduced.  
Others felt that specific types of housing were being depleted.    
 
All types of respondent mentioned that Right to Buy was depleting council rental stock.  
Generally respondents felt that the stock was being reduced, because councils were not 
building replacements for properties that had been sold.   
 
A few respondents felt they had been personally affected by lack of council stock.  For 
example a single parent who was a council tenant in rural Stirlingshire felt that there was a 
reduction in the family housing available to her in the area.  She blamed this specifically on 
relatives helping purchase the long-term council homes of elderly tenants. 
 
She currently lived in a small one-bedroom house with her young child.   
 

“It (Right to Buy) is just making it that bit harder for me to get an extra room 
for [my son]… I think it’s unfair that families buy their parents’ [council] 
houses and then sell it.”  
 
Tenant with preserved Right to Buy, rural Stirlingshire, Interview 21.  

 
Some respondents felt that there was a lack of a specific type of housing.  For example a 
single parent from Aberdeen felt that many pensioners’ houses have been bought in her area.   
Others felt that there was “a lack of council houses now when you are a family”.  Some felt 
that the ‘best’ houses and houses in the ‘best’ areas had all been sold.  This was expressed as 
a lack of opportunity both for those who wished to rent from the council and for those who 
were looking to exercise their Right to Buy.  For example, a retired Right to Buy purchaser 
from Glasgow said: 
 

“They only buy the decent properties [in] the most suitable and sought after 
areas.  So the younger ones coming through now will find it very difficult [to 
buy].”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Glasgow, Interview 31 

 
A female purchaser of an ex-Right to Buy property in Inverness explained that: 
 

“People that need housing straight away [are] getting put into bed and 
breakfast because there isn’t [anything] for them.”  
 
Purchaser of ex-Right to Buy property, Inverness, Interview 29.  

 
Indeed many respondents felt that the council should be building new property to replace 
those sold through Right to Buy.  A few respondents explained that when they initially heard 
about Right to Buy, they assumed that the council would replace houses that were sold.  They 
were surprised when they found out this was not the case. For example a purchaser who sold 
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her Right to Buy property in rural Perthshire said the council should be replacing these 
houses.  
 

“[The council] are not building enough houses to keep up with the demand of 
people that want to rent… If people are constantly buying up local authority 
stock…  That’s got to be an issue for somebody.”  
 
Right to Buy purchaser who subsequently sold her Right to Buy property, 
rural Perthshire, Interview 52. 

 
One couple commented that even when new council houses were built, people clamoured to 
move into the new properties and then purchased them within two years.  This was 
particularly the case in areas where there was a mix of council houses and private property, 
They felt that when the government replaces council housing stock, these should not be 
available for purchase under Right to Buy for a much longer period, otherwise the council 
would be “subsidising people to get onto the property ladder cheaply”. (Right to Buy 
purchasers who subsequently sold their Right to Buy property, Edinburgh, Interview 54).  
 
 
Reasons for selling Right to Buy properties 
 
Respondents who had sold their Right to Buy home were asked about their reasons for selling 
their property and the length of time they had lived there before selling.  Although the length 
of time they owned their Right to Buy properties varied from one year to over 30 years4, 
many had spent five years or less as owners of their Right to Buy property before selling.  No 
respondent explicitly described purchasing their home through Right to Buy with the 
intention of selling it.  Rather these respondents explained that they sold their Right to Buy 
property due to changing circumstances, such as growth of family, death and divorce.  
 
Some respondents had decided to sell their property because they wanted a bigger house for 
their family.  Although the house purchased through Right to Buy may have been suitable at 
the point of purchase, as families grew larger, or older, respondents felt they required larger 
properties to adapt to their families changing needs.  These respondents often stayed in their 
Right to Buy houses for five years or less after the purchase.   
 
At least one respondent who had since sold their Right to Buy property described this 
property as being  not ‘ideal’ at the time of purchase.   A woman from Glasgow explained the 
circumstances in which she and her husband had bought their Right to Buy two bedroom 
semi-detached house in rural Greater Glasgow.  The house was too small for them and their 
two children, but they planned to convert it after the purchase.  However when they 
investigated the conversion, they found that the work was more complex than originally 
thought and too expensive.  Instead, they sold the house and purchased another two bedroom 
house which they were able to convert into a three bedroom house.  
 
A small number of Right to Buy purchasers who had thought that their property was less than 
‘ideal’ at the point of purchase were still living there.  They felt that they would have a 
greater opportunity to move to a more suitable property as home owners, rather than as 

                                                 
4 Due to timescale, one of the properties bought in the distant past could not have been bought under the Right 
to Buy. 
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tenants.  Selling a house and buying another would be quicker to do, and would offer greater 
scope for choice, than applying to the council as tenants for a housing transfer.  At the time of 
the interview, these respondents mentioned vague plans to sell their property and to buy more 
suitable family homes.     
 
While some respondents had sold their Right to Buy properties so they could buy and move 
into larger homes, a few had done so in order to move into smaller properties.  Again, this 
was in response to changing personal circumstances, such as their children leaving home. 
 
It should be noted that two respondents had never lived in the homes they had purchased.  
They had bought properties on behalf of their parents, the tenants, and later sold them after 
their parents’ deaths.   
 
Respondents still living in their Right to Buy properties sometimes described having similar 
opportunities for selling and moving home as those respondents who had already done so. 
Generally, as before, these opportunities would provide a means of adapting to changing 
circumstances, particularly old age and family growth.  Many older or retired purchasers in 
flats or houses recognised that as they age, they might have difficulties with the stairs in their 
home.  They recognised that they would be able to sell their house and buy a more suitable 
property if and when this became necessary.  However, some of these respondents expressed 
the desire to stay in their current property for the rest of their lives, regardless of its 
suitability. 
 
A few families with younger children considered their Right to Buy property to be too small 
for their family and were considering selling.  Parents predicted that as children grew older, it 
would become difficult for them to continue sharing a bedroom.  For example a young 
woman in Edinburgh lived in a two-bedroom house with her husband and three sons.  She 
recognised that their need for additional bedrooms would become more of a factor as the sons 
reached adolescence.   
 
 
Future housing intentions and aspirations 
 
Respondents were asked how suitable they thought their current home would be in the future.  
Many respondents identified potential ways in which their home might become unsuitable for 
them.    
 
Those respondents who had identified ways in which their house was not meeting their 
current needs, reiterated these issues when considering the future.  This was true for both 
tenants and Right to Buy purchasers.  For example families with young children who had to 
share bedrooms were often unhappy with this.  They felt that the size of their house would 
become an even greater problem in the future.  Generally these respondents thought they 
would move in the future.  Their aspirations were to live in a property that would better meet 
their current priorities.   
 
Purchasers of Right to Buy properties were generally positive about these aspirations and felt 
that they were achievable.  For example, a purchaser of a Right to Buy property in Edinburgh 
predicted that they would be able to sell their current home and use the profits to purchase a 
larger house for their family.   
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Other respondents, often tenants, worried that their aspirations were unrealistic and some had 
not thought through how they would achieve them.  For example a single mother, a tenant, 
described how she would like to get a good job, so that she could purchase a larger house.  
She shared a one-bedroom house with her toddler, however she said that she had “not really 
thought how I am going to get round that yet.” (Tenant with preserved Right to Buy, rural 
Stirlingshire, Interview 21). 
 
A few tenants, who had identified areas where their home was not meeting their aspirations, 
nevertheless, felt that their house was adequate and would remain so in the future.  Although 
their house did not match their ideals, they did not see these ideals as essential requirements.  
For example, some wanted a garden, others dreamed of living in a more rural area.  Generally 
these respondents did not think that they would change their housing situation in the 
foreseeable future.  Nevertheless, when they were asked what they would like to do it the 
future, they talked about moving to properties that would match these “ideals”.  For example 
a woman in Glasgow described her rented flat as suitable.  However she desired a garden and 
also felt that the area was a bit rough.  When asked about her future plans, she described how 
she might purchase her home through Right to Buy.  However, when asked what she would 
like to do in the future, she talked about the possibility of moving abroad with her partner.  
 
A small number of respondents who were happy with their property felt that in the future this 
might not be the case.  Generally these were older respondents who had purchased Right to 
Buy houses or flats with stairs.  They predicted that as they got older, the stairs in their house 
may become a problem.  Some described how they would purchase a bungalow, or a property 
without stairs if this happened.  Nevertheless a few older respondents were very attached to 
their property, and wished to stay there until they died.   They aspired to stay in their current 
home but acknowledged the fact that they might have to move.   
 
Some tenants talked about future intentions to purchase their current home through Right to 
Buy.  Other tenants were also considering Right to Buy.   Sometimes, these seemed to be 
aspirations rather than future plans; they often talked about the need to become financially 
secure before purchasing through Right to Buy.  As mentioned earlier a few tenants had 
previously applied to purchase their council property, however withdrew their application due 
to financing problems.  Some of these felt that in the future they would like to reapply and 
purchase their property.  Very few tenants talked about purchasing without referring to Right 
to Buy.  One or two spoke of dreams of owning their own home, but these were very vague 
ideas.  A small number of tenants who wished to move house talked about the possibility of 
getting a better council property.  
 
 
Overall views of the impact of Right to Buy 
 
Respondents were asked for their overall views about the impact of Right to Buy.  They 
responded in various ways.  Respondents expressed their overall view of Right to Buy in 
terms of the impact it has on individuals, communities and specific types of people.  
Respondents took into consideration impacts such as purchasing opportunities, 
neighbourhoods, housing stock and mobility when considering their overall view. 
 
Often respondents who had exercised their Right to Buy talked about the impact purchasing a 
council property had had on individuals.  They felt that for these people, Right to Buy was a 
“great scheme” that offered a stable, affordable home, a chance to buy a home for those who 
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otherwise might not have had the opportunity.  These respondents felt that this was 
something council tenants should take advantage of. One woman who purchased her council 
property in rural Perthshire said she “would urge every young family to do it”. Some 
described Right to Buy as too good a financial opportunity to miss. 
 
Some purchasers’ views of Right to Buy took into account the impact it had on them.  Almost 
all felt that exercising their Right to Buy had a positive impact.  One woman from Edinburgh 
who sold her Right to Buy property, felt that exercising her Right to Buy was “probably the 
best decision I ever made”.   Some talked about the financial impact this had on them, 
although this was discussed in terms of security or as advancement on the property ladder, 
rather than financial gain.   
 
Nevertheless, some balanced this view by considering the far reaching impacts of Right to 
Buy.  These respondents seemed to be struggling with a feeling of doubt about the 
“rightness” of buying their council property.  They felt that although Right to Buy had 
positive impacts on the individual, there were wider social impacts.  A retired woman from 
Glasgow who purchased her flat felt that Right to Buy is a good thing “For selfish reasons, 
yes, but the bigger picture, no” (Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, Glasgow, 
Interview 31).  They considered implications of the depletion of council housing stock, both 
in terms of other peoples’ opportunities to rent and to buy.  Indeed two purchasers felt forced 
into purchasing their property because of the lack of housing stock.  They felt that Right to 
Buy had reduced opportunities to move between rented council properties.  For them Right to 
Buy gave them a chance to move to more suitable housing.  However if housing stocks had 
not been depleted by Right to Buy, they would have been able to move within rented council 
properties.  A woman who purchased her flat in rural Stirlingshire explained “I know I’m 
being a hypocrite with buying… it’s made me angry in some ways, we should never had had 
to go and do this to go this route.” (Right to Buy purchaser still in purchased home, rural 
Stirlingshire, Interview 26). 
 
Tenants with the preserved Right to Buy often had less formed views on Right to Buy.  This 
may be due to their lack of knowledge, or their lack of interest in Right to Buy.  However, 
some had formed clear views on Right to Buy. Two respondents explained that Right to Buy 
was good, as it offered individuals an investment opportunity.  Once again, investment 
referred to financial security and inheritance rather than financial gain.  Other tenants with 
the preserved Right to Buy took a balanced view, taking into account the effect on housing 
stocks.  For example a young mother living in a flat in Aberdeen explained that she felt Right 
to Buy was good for individual and neighbourhoods, but was concerned about the impact on 
rental stock.  She felt that many pensioners houses were being bought through Right to Buy, 
consequently pensioners struggled to rent suitable housing.   
 

“That is the only thing that I have got against [Right to Buy]…  
accommodation for older people and should just be left [as rental flats].”  
 
Tenant with preserved Right to Buy, Aberdeen, Interview 16. 

 
Similarly, some tenants with the modernised Right to Buy felt that they could not form views 
on Right to Buy.  Others had clear views of Right to Buy and their views were similar to 
respondents who had purchased through Right to Buy.  Some viewed this as a positive 
scheme, with benefits for the individual.  Others considered Right to Buy to be a mixed 
blessing.  While they recognised the benefits for individuals who used the scheme, they also 
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considered the impact on rental stocks and the knock-on effect this has for those dependent 
on council housing. 
 
Respondents who had purchased an ex-Right to Buy property often had very strongly formed 
opinions of the scheme. Nevertheless, they had very mixed views; some viewed it very 
positively, others took a balanced view, whereas some had an overall negative view.  When 
expressing a negative opinion about Right to Buy, this was generally in terms of the effect on 
the housing stock.  One questioned the policy of Right to Buy. This retired woman in 
Inverness felt that the system was not to everyone’s advantage, due to the finite number of 
council houses.   
 

“To me the start of it was wrong. The whole thing of saying to local 
authorities you can sell off your housing stock, you can get the money, [but] 
you can’t spend that money on building new houses. All that was wrong.”   
 
Purchaser of an ex-Right to Buy property, Inverness, Interview 28. 

 



 
 

48

CHAPTER 6:  SUMMARY 
 
 
A summary of the main findings is given below. 
 
Reasons for Exercising the Right to Buy 
 
Those respondents who had purchased their council property through the Right to Buy cited 
the location and size of property as key factors prompting them to do so.  Most respondents 
would not exercise their Right to Buy unless the location was ideal.  Indeed, an ‘ideal’ 
location was the most important factor for many.  An ideal location was one where the local 
neighbourhood was characterised by good social order.  Additionally, in the case of families, 
the availability of a good local school was sometimes mentioned.  Some older respondents 
looked for convenient local access to shops and public transport.  For a few respondents, an 
ideal location was also one they were familiar with, for instance, a neighbourhood where they 
had grown up and where their relatives still lived.  Some tenants awaiting ‘transfer’ from 
council properties in less-than-ideal locations (ones characterised by anti-social behaviour, 
such as drug dealing, vandalism and noise disturbance) to ideal locations said they would 
consider exercising their Right to Buy if and when their transfer request had been granted. 
 
An ideal size of property was also very important.  Most respondents would be reluctant to 
exercise their Right to Buy if the type of property was not ideal.  An ideal property was 
usually one that was ‘large enough’ for its occupants.  In particular, respondents living in 
families often looked for a minimum of one bedroom for the parent or parents, and one for 
each child or for every two children of the same sex.  ‘Three bedrooms’ were often specified.  
By contrast, for a few respondents, an ideal property was a smaller one with fewer bedrooms 
than the one they had been renting.  These respondents were preparing for retirement or old 
age, and had often had children grow up and move out of the family home. 
 
In addition, many tenants would like their own front door rather than a shared entrance.  The 
drawbacks of communal entrances featured in many accounts of anti-social behaviour and 
discouraged tenants from buying. This was especially the case regarding communally-entered 
multi-story blocks of flats.  Families in particular also would like a garden for their children 
to play in. 
 
Respondents reported that ‘ideal’ properties, especially those in preferred locations, were 
becoming increasingly unavailable to rent or buy from the council.  This was due to earlier 
tenants exercising their Right to Buy and buying up many of these properties at a greater rate 
than they bought less ideal properties.  Flats in ‘rougher’ areas remained unsold and, 
sometimes, unoccupied.   
 
The Right to Buy was described as offering a good opportunity for ‘investment’.   However, 
investment was not seen in monetary terms of making profit, but variously in terms of: being 
able to provide offspring with an ‘inheritance’, the sense of ‘security’ of having permanent 
ownership and assets, and being able to improve the home in ways which would increase the 
quality of life.  For older respondents in particular, the Right to Buy provided an opportunity 
to formalise their attachment to their home.   
 
The discount on a council property’s estimated market value offered by the Right to Buy 
scheme was rarely mentioned as a reason for exercising the Right to Buy.  Hypothetically, 
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this may be because this discount is taken for granted and seen as implicit to decisions to buy.  
Certainly, the discount awarded was seen as substantial, both under the preserved and 
modernised Right to Buy. 
 
 
Reasons for Not Exercising the Right to Buy 
 
The reasons given by respondents for not exercising the Right to Buy, to an extent, correlated 
inversely with the reasons given for exercising the Right to Buy, as outlined above.  As 
before, respondents gave more than one reason.   
 

 Some tenants who had not exercised their Right to Buy explained that the location of 
the house or flat they rented from the council was not ideal 

 
  Some explained that the house or flat they rented from the council was too small: it 

had too few bedrooms 
 

 One or two mentioned that the type of property rented was not ideal.  For instance, 
they did not want to buy a flat in a multi-storey block. 

 
 Respondents also mentioned that financial limitations prevented, or discouraged, them 

from acquiring a mortgage.  Most often these limitations were caused by dependency 
on benefits, or sometimes, on low and unreliable pay.  Half the tenants who were 
single parents in the sample were currently living on benefits alone and consequently 
considered themselves to be unable to exercise their Right to Buy. 

 
 Lack of confidence was mentioned as a factor by a great many respondents who had 

not exercised their Right to Buy.  This strongly correlated with lack of family history 
of home buying and ownership.  Respondents often could not specify why, or in what 
areas of home buying and ownership, they lacked confidence.   

 
Respondents also mentioned positive reasons why they had not exercised the Right to Buy.  
Being able to rent accommodation suited their current stage of life and personal 
circumstances.  This was acknowledged by some parents, including single parents, who 
considered themselves fully-occupied raising young children with neither the time nor money 
to consider buying at present.  A young man not yet ready to ‘settle down’, and an older 
couple about to enter retirement, also gave explained why for them, renting was an ideal and 
flexible option. 
 
 
The Effect of Family Housing History on Right to Buy Motivations 
 
The findings suggest that family housing history can exert a powerful influence on attitudes, 
expectations and behaviours regarding home ownership.  Many of the respondents had come 
from family backgrounds where there was no, or little, history of home ownership.  Their 
parents, aunts, uncles and grandparents had rented their housing either from the council or 
from private landlords.  This lack of previous home ownership in a respondent’s family 
background often inhibited respondents from purchasing, rather than renting, a home. 
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Some tenants explained that this lack of history, or an associated lack of confidence, was one 
of the reasons why they had not exercised their Right to Buy.  However, many respondents 
with no, or little, family history of home ownership had bought a home – often for the first 
time - through the Right to Buy.  Often, they were conscious of breaking a family pattern of 
non-home ownership by doing so.  These accounts suggest that, for some families, Right to 
Buy has prompted a generational shift, from a culture of long-term rental to a culture of home 
ownership.   
 
 
Awareness and Understanding of Right to Buy 
 
Awareness and understanding of Right to Buy varied by type of respondent.  Those who had 
exercised the Right to Buy, or who were interested in exercising their Right to Buy in the 
near future, had the greatest awareness and understanding.  Respondents were not familiar 
with the terms preserved Right to Buy or modernised Right to Buy.  There was limited 
awareness of the changes represented by the move to the modernised Right to Buy or the 
implications of these.   
 
 
Experiences of Exercising the Right to Buy 
 
Respondents who had exercised the Right to Buy generally found the process of buying a 
home through Right to Buy easy, straightforward and relatively quick.  Just a few difficulties 
were reported, regarding securing finance, and the length of time taken.  However, the 
decision to buy a property for the first time was a significant psychological step, particularly 
for the many respondents who had little or no family history of home ownership.  In reality, 
once properties had been bought, owners had few problems.  The monthly costs of 
ownership, including mortgage payments, were found to be less or equivalent to the monthly 
costs of renting.  There were no accounts of Right to Buy owners falling into mortgage 
arrears or homes being repossessed.  Home owners generally took their responsibility for 
repairs and maintenance in their stride. 
 
 
Awareness of the Costs of Ownership versus Renting 
 
Those respondents who had not exercised their Right to Buy were usually much less aware of 
the possible cost of home ownership.  Consequently, they were often unable to make 
informed comparisons between the cost of buying and the cost of renting.  Some respondents 
– particularly those few respondents who did not know anyone who had exercised the Right 
to Buy - guessed that a monthly mortgage payment would cost more than monthly rent, for 
the same property.  They were often unsure and anxious about the possible additional costs of 
ownership.  In particular, single women and female single parents felt discouraged from 
buying property by vague concerns about the cost of repairs and maintenance, and 
uncertainty about how to arrange for these to be carried out. 
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The Impact of Right to Buy 
 
The Right to Buy scheme had impacted on respondents’ lives in various ways.  In the case of 
individuals and families who had exercised their Right to Buy, the impact was 
overwhelmingly positive.  Commonly described impacts include the following: 
 

 Right to Buy made it possible – or easier – for tenants to become home owners for the 
first time.  Right to Buy had made house buying more affordable, particularly in its 
original form which offered substantial discount on the property’s market value.   

 
 Right to Buy had a significant impact on tenants’ attitudes and expectations regarding 

home ownership.  It provided encouragement and support to people who otherwise 
lacked confidence in home buying and home ownership.  This impact was often 
described as affecting the wider family, beyond the Right to Buy purchaser and also 
subsequent generations: the sons and daughters of Right to Buy purchasers were 
likely to have greater expectations of, and confidence in, home ownership 

 
 Having exercised their Right to Buy, new home owners had the freedom and 

motivation to carry out home improvements.  Repairs could be carried out more 
quickly and to a higher standard than before.  Home improvements were linked to 
improved quality of life, sense of achievement, responsibility and self-respect. 

 
 Right to Buy improved mobility.  As home owners, respondents could choose to 

move to another property or neighbourhood by selling their Right to Buy property and 
buying another property on the open market.  For many, just knowing that moving 
home was a possibility was a valued ‘impact’ in itself.  By contrast, as tenants on a 
council transfer list, respondents had found it increasingly difficult to secure a move 
to their desired areas or type of property.  Some spoke of having to wait years for the 
chance of a transfer.  For some older purchasers, Right to Buy reassured them that – 
as owners – they were free to stay in their home for as long as they wanted. 

 
 Right to Buy impacted on respondents’ finances in a range of positive ways, including 

providing a future ‘inheritance’ for children.  More generally, respondents often 
reported a new sense of ‘financial security’.  No respondent spoke of Right to Buy 
having a negative impact on their finances, for example, difficulty paying mortgage 
payments or other costs of home ownership.  Most respondents who had exercised 
their Right to Buy found the overall cost of buying through Right to Buy to be less or 
similar to the cost of renting.  However, a few older respondents who had bought their 
home through Right to Buy many years ago had since paid off their mortgage and 
consequently, their monthly disposable income had increased. 

 
 For many of those respondents who had exercised their Right to Buy, the scheme had 

had significant and long-lasting impact on their sense of self and their personal life.  
Home ownership bestowed a sense of pride and increased social responsibility.  At 
least one respondent mentioned that home ownership gave her an incentive to remain 
in paid employment, in order to pay the mortgage.  Unlike a council tenant, she could 
not fall back on welfare payments as she would risk losing her home. 

 
Respondents did not see making ‘profit’ as one of the impacts of Right to Buy.  Those 
respondents who had subsequently sold their Right to Buy property and bought another on 
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the open market were prompted to do so by ‘life changes’ – a new birth enlarging the family, 
retirement, older age, children leaving home, the death of a partner – rather than by the 
opportunity to make profit and move up the property ladder.  They had often remained in 
their Right to Buy property for many years before selling it. 
 
There were also accounts of the Right to Buy scheme having positive impacts on 
neighbourhoods and wider society.  Generally, an increasing level of home ownership on a 
council estate improved the appearance and fabric of the neighbourhood and reduced the 
likelihood of anti-social behaviour.  In some areas, Right to Buy encouraged owners to live in 
an area for longer and to become more ‘settled down’.  This then made the neighbourhood 
more stable. 
 
However, some impacts of Right to Buy – direct or indirect - were less positive.  In 
particular, many respondents – especially tenants – spoke of Right to Buy having depleted 
rental stock.  Those people who preferred to rent, or who needed to rent due to their personal 
circumstances, lost out as a result.  The depletion of council housing stock was apparently 
exacerbated by the greater rate of purchase of the type of property often viewed by 
respondents as ‘ideal’ (typically ‘family homes’, with three or more bedrooms, own front 
doors and gardens).  Properties in ‘ideal’ areas were also in increasingly rare supply.  This 
left tenants and would-be-Right-to-Buy-purchasers unable to find their ideal home.  
Consequently, two Right to Buy purchasers had reluctantly bought less-than-ideal properties. 
 
Furthermore, some respondents linked the skewed depletion of council stock to increasing 
polarity in the perceptions of different council estates.  Whilst areas where many properties 
had been bought through Right to Buy improved and moved ‘up market’, areas where most 
properties remained council-owned deteriorated both in terms of poor housing conditions and 
anti-social behaviour.   
 
As a further knock-on impact, the type of tenants living in largely council-owned areas had 
sometimes been seen to change over the years since Right to Buy was introduced.  Low-
income families with young children and additional babies on the way, including single-
parent families living on benefits, were one type of respondent likely to suffer as a 
consequence.  Facing long waiting lists for transfers, these families could find themselves 
living in small multi-storey flats in rough areas characterised by drug dealing, frequent 
vandalism and noise. 
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CHAPTER 7:  DISCUSSION 
 
Finally, we consider some of the key issues to emerge from the research in more detail. 
 
Motivations for purchasing under the Right to Buy 
 
The research suggests that tenants’ motivations for buying their home under the Right to Buy 
are very different from typical first time buyers. Linked to this, although the tenants often 
described Right to Buy as a way into home ownership or a step onto the housing ladder, in 
practice they approached home ownership very differently from other new buyers.  
 
Critically, tenants tended to wait until their ‘ideal’ property was available to purchase, rather 
than purchase a compromise property with a view to moving. Whereas, typically non-Right 
to Buy purchasers will compromise on earlier purchases, with a view to ‘trading-up’ through 
successive purchases to a property that more closely matches their ideal property. To some 
extent this makes sense as tenants do not have the option of property search that is open to 
other first time buyers; their ‘search’ is restricted to transfer activity. It might be argued that 
this lack of control of the home search process should motivate tenants to buy ‘non-ideal’ 
properties, with a view to moving to more suitable properties. However, clawback on their 
discount (which applies for the first five years post-purchase) will act as a disincentive to 
purchasing a property that a household would want to move from in the short to medium 
term, while the continuing accrual of discount years while awaiting a more suitable property 
will act as an incentive to pursue transfer to the ‘ideal’ property.  
 
There may be some differences in the definition of ideal property between purchasing tenants 
and other purchasers.  Clearly issues of property size and type were taken into account (and 
because Right to Buy tenants are typically older than first time buyers, they will generally be 
looking for slightly larger properties, and for family-type properties, as opposed to the 
smaller, flatted properties that are marketed at first time buyers). Location, which is always 
critical in house purchase decisions, was absolutely vital to tenant Right to Buy owners, but 
for very different reasons: the tenants were primarily interested in areas they would be happy 
to live in rather than resale potential. Further, as is discussed below, Right to Buy appears to 
have contributed be a ‘polarisation’ of council areas; consequently, the area choices available 
to tenants may be somewhat different to those available to first time buyers. Tenants may 
have a real incentive to wait for a transfer to their location of choice prior to making a Right 
to Buy application – their current and preferred location may be very different standards of 
area, whereas open market purchasers are likely to be choosing between fairly similar 
standards of areas.   
 
Finally, the notions of investment were very different for tenant Right to Buy owners than for 
other owners. Despite the potential for significant capital gain presented by the Right to Buy 
discount, the purchase was discussed in terms of investing in their future and/or their family’s 
future. This implies that people were often not intending to move, and that the home was seen 
as a fixed resource – again as a place to live in, rather than as a financial asset, at least for 
some time to come.  
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Housing costs 
 
From the outset of the Right to Buy, there were some concerns from authorities that 
purchasers would not be able to afford the full costs of home ownership. The research 
suggests that the purchasers interviewed appear quite relaxed about their housing costs; 
respondents indicated that they were aware of the range of costs that they were liable for – 
the mortgage, repairs, insurance – and indicated that these were under control.   
 
Although most of the Right to Buy owners were no longer in a position to provide a direct 
comparison of rent and costs of owner occupation, they tended to consider their current 
housing costs to be typically around the same or even less than rent levels. They tended to 
feel that even if current costs were slightly higher, that in the long run, their costs would be 
lower – their mortgage costs would be unlikely to rise (assuming no changes in interest rates, 
and these may be fixed at least in the medium term) and would eventually be paid off; rent 
would be a continuing obligation, rent levels have been rising and are likely to continue to do 
so. Critically, they tended to report that their current costs were affordable, and at the end of 
the mortgage period they would have an asset.  
 
It is however important to stress that the research is a qualitative study, which need not be 
representative of Right to Buy owners as a whole.  Rather, it represents the views and 
experiences of a range of people, both tenants and owners, which are likely to be shared in 
some way by others across Scotland. 
 
The costs of home ownership were thought to be a significant barrier by many tenants who 
had not yet bought. In some cases, costs were seen as a barrier simply because the household 
thought it did not have enough money to cover the cost of a mortgage.   These were often 
people relying on benefits or low wages.  However, a number of other important issues were 
also raised by respondents.  

• Stability of employment – which suggests that, although current income may be 
sufficient, the reliability of future income streams were a concern.  

• Debts – these would make getting a mortgage difficult, or would make the tenant 
wary about taking out a mortgage. 

• Responsibility for repairs and maintenance – which can result in a range of cost-
related reasons, including the total cost of repairs and maintenance being too much to 
cope with (especially for certain types of property), the unpredictability of costs, the 
volume of repairs required on the specific property.  

 
These issues are significant and, with the exception of the very last point, are unlikely to be 
restricted to access to Right to Buy – they are equally applicable to other home ownership 
options that are currently being implemented to increase access to affordable housing, such as 
Homestake.  
 
Repairs 
 
The issue of repairs and improvements emerges as key during the research. It fits with 
common perceptions of the Right to Buy that sold housing will be identified by new 
windows, doors, and so on. Indeed, in some cases, respondents noted they were disappointed 
if fellow owners did not undertake such work; it was expected, that the profile of the whole 
area would be improved and enhanced by Right to Buy, and this relied on owners 
undertaking visible (improvement) work on their property. In line with past research, 



 
 

55

respondents indicated that additional mortgage finance, or a re-mortgage, was sometimes 
used to enable this work to proceed (DTZ Pieda, 2002).  
 
However, a number of potentially crucial repairs-related issues did not come through in the 
research: 

• The cost of general repairs 
• The cost and management of communal repairs 
• The inability to participate in improvement programmes 

 
The research found that although respondents were aware of the costs of repairs and 
maintenance, they tended to take these in their stride, welcoming the opportunity to rectify 
problems that the council had not, to control the quality of the work, and to incorporate 
improvements in the works. Yet some local authorities are noting from local house condition 
surveys that the ex-Right to Buy sector contains a significant level of disrepair (unpublished 
reports). This may suggest that there is a underlying condition problem within, at least part, 
of the ex-Right to Buy sector. 
 
Communal repairs are a particular issue in mixed tenure (or fully ex-Right to Buy) blocks. 
Many local authorities have taken full management (and often financial) responsibility for 
common maintenance and repairs in the past. However, as the Right to Buy is increasingly 
affecting tenement flats and even multi-storey flats, and the requirements of the Scottish 
Housing Quality Standard eat into capital budgets, authorities are increasingly withdrawing 
from this position. Owners are being required to contribute to the cost of administering and 
carrying out the routine maintenance functions and common repairs.  That only one of the 
respondent commented on the management/cost of communal repairs and maintenance is 
more likely to be because local authorities in other areas are continuing to undertake tasks, 
rather than because of the smooth operation of this area. Glasgow’s deeds of condition clearly 
set out factoring arrangement for common repairs and improvements until the GHA has no 
further interest in the block. Other local authorities, in parts of the country without such a 
strong factoring tradition, are investigating whether a factoring approach can be ‘imported’ to 
ensure robust management and financial arrangements for repairs and maintenance of 
common parts. 
 
Finally, a phenomenon which is beginning to emerge is the ‘divided mixed tenure estate’, 
where improved properties sit alongside unimproved properties. However, unlike the 
situation described previously, in this scenario the improved dwellings are the local authority 
dwellings – generally, but not always, regeneration estates, improved at significant cost – 
whereas the unimproved dwellings are the Right to Buy properties, where the owners cannot 
afford to take part in the improvement programme. None of the respondents described this 
situation, but it is a reality in some local authority areas – improvements are being made to 
local authority stock, but not to owner occupied stock. In some areas, Private Sector Housing 
Grant is being used to support owners to take part; changes coming through the Housing 
(Scotland) Act 2006 will affect how this can be achieved in future. 
 
 
Housing history 
 
The Right to Buy has played a critical role in the growth of owner occupation in Scotland – 
accounting for around half the increase over the 20 years to 2001 Census.  Crucially, it 
appears to have opened opportunities to home ownership that might not otherwise have been 
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available – both in financial terms, by providing the discount, and in terms of role models and 
confidence, by increasingly populating local communities with neighbours, classmates, co-
workers and family members who are owners. And once a household has become owner 
occupier, it is highly likely that future generations will also become owners. Typically, 
analysis would suggest that the best determinant of an emerging household’s principal tenure 
is parents’ tenure. This is borne out by the comments made by respondents in this research 
that their children would intend to buy their own properties.  
 
Nonetheless, as discussed above, the study found clear evidence of a lack of confidence 
regarding home ownership among some non owners; they spoke in terms of risk and chance; 
they spoke of being frightened; and they listed aspects of home ownership which they did not 
how to deal with (the house buying process, repairs, finance).  

 
 

Freedom 
 
One clear theme that runs through the Right to Buy purchasers’ commentaries is that buying 
their house afforded them freedom, in a number of respects.  This included freedom to: 

• Improve their property – often to make the repairs that they had been waiting for the 
council to do, but had not yet been done, or to have the work undertaken to their 
required standard, or to incorporate improvements in the work 

• Move – to a property that better suits their family’s needs. This might involve a move 
up the property ladder, but may also involve a move to smaller housing/accessible 
housing 

• Stay in their house – one household was concerned that the council would require 
them to move from their house once their children had moved on and they had ‘spare’ 
room.  They viewed their purchase as a way to guarantee staying in their home5 

• Benefit financially.  In some cases the mortgage was less than rent, so the household 
had greater disposable income; there was also an expectation of a time when the 
mortgage was paid off, and there would be no mortgage costs.  

• Self-improvement – probably the most important was the sense of ‘betterment’ that 
went with home-ownership. 

 
However, several respondents appreciated that there was a social cost – that the Right to Buy 
had reduced the housing opportunities for others in the community. This affected young 
households just starting out as council tenants, and families needing council housing – 
opportunities for social renting were severely limited now – and some of the existing tenant 
households who had not yet exercised their Right to Buy – all the properties worth buying 
had already been sold.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 Councils do not move people who are under-occupying accommodation. Some councils have a policy of 
offering additional points to encourage such households to transfer to smaller accommodation, but as part of the 
transfer process the household would be fully involved in the selection of the alternative accommodation, and 
would not be moved to a property they did not want to move to.  
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Impacts on communities 
 
Finally, turning to the wider impacts on communities. The research has stressed the positive 
impacts that Right to Buy has had on communities - property improvements, a real sense of 
ownership and involvement, neighbourhood cohesiveness, and so on. It has also touched on 
some of the less positive aspects. 
 
 
Polarisation  
 
The Right to Buy has indeed led to the improvement of some areas – often linked to the 
profile of the stock in the area; areas typified by low rise family housing, and especially three 
and four bedroom housing, detached, semi-detached and, to some extent terraced housing and 
four-in-a-block housing are generally considered high demand – both for lets and for Right to 
Buy. Although as the Right to Buy continued, the opportunities for lets in these areas would 
have declined. The areas where housing sold early will also have a healthy resale market, 
which will contribute to their continued ‘improved’ status mentioned by the participants. On 
the other hand, local authority areas with one and two bedroom properties; multi-storey 
blocks, tenements, and other high density housing, are typically in less demand.  These are 
the areas where singles and couples have been housed, but increasingly other household types 
have had to be housed because of limited social housing options elsewhere. The distinction 
between the ‘in demand’ or improved areas and the ‘low demand’ areas may be stark.  
 
However, as discussed above, there is Right to Buy on regeneration estates. As the level of 
Right to Buy in regeneration estates increases, and local authorities and RSLs continue 
regeneration and Housing Quality Standard improvement works, there are potential 
implications for Right to Buy properties that are unable to participate as the cost of these 
programmes can be substantial.  
 
 
Private rent 
 
A further consequence of Right to Buy in lower demand properties is the movement of these 
properties onto the private rented market – either because the owner/estate is having 
difficulty selling the property so decides to rent the property out instead, or because the 
property has been bought specifically for rent.  
 
These are typically properties in lower demand areas or hard to let type stock (multi-storey 
blocks, poorer tenements, regeneration estates). Rents may be higher that council rents for 
adjoining properties, but screening may be less scrupulous; and quality of landlord services 
and the quality of property may be poorer.6 Some limited mention of this was made in the 
research.  As yet there is little detailed evidence of this trend in the broader literature, but 
local authorities are becoming aware of the issue and are looking for approaches to 
investigate the issue systematically (Tribal HCH, 2005).  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
6 This is clearly not always the case. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Table A  Respondent profile by age 
 
 Number of interviews 
18-34 10
35-retirement age 28
Retirement age + 14
 
Table B  Respondent profile by area 
 
 Number of interviews 
Edinburgh 17
Glasgow 9
Stirlingshire 4
Perthshire 6
Aberdeenshire 8
Invernesshire 4
Nairn 4
 
Table C  Respondent profile by type of house 
 
 Number of interviews 
Four in a block 17
Multi-storey flat 10
House 25
 
Table D  Respondent profile by rural/urban 
 
 Number of interviews 
Urban 37
Rural 15
 
Table E  Respondent profile by gender 
 
 Number of interviews 
Male 15
Female 30
Paired depth 7
 
 
 
 
 






