
Subdued development and growing demand are exacerbating the requirement for additional 
high-quality affordable seniors housing

Sustained high waiting lists for social 
housing and an ageing population
Demand for affordable housing remains 
elevated with local authority waiting 
lists at a 10-year high in 2026 due to a 
chronic undersupply of appropriate 
housing across England.

There are 1.3m households on 
the waiting list for a social home 
but true need is believed to be much 
greater. Many councils have restricted 
allocations due to welfare reforms and 
have had to prioritise the increasing 
number of applicants with substantial 
support needs.

In particular, demand for seniors 
affordable housing is expected to rise 
significantly as the population ages 
and care needs increase and become 
more complex.

By 2050, the 65+ population will 
reach around 18 million, according  
to the Office of National Statistics. At 
this point, a quarter of the population 
will be aged over 65, up from 20% 
in 2026 and a 32% increase in total 
number terms.

Delivery slowing, falling behind 
population growth 
While the provision of affordable seniors 
housing has been increasing, rising 
from c.496k in 2000 to c.563k in 2026, 
new development has slowed since 
2017 and has fallen behind accelerated 
population growth. Some 1,994 new 
affordable seniors homes are expected 
to be built in 2026 across 35 schemes. 
This represents a 13% decrease in 
delivery compared with 2025.

The slowdown in seniors 
housing delivery mirrors wider 
development activity across other 
sectors as developers grapple with 
viability challenges driven by rising 
build costs, high borrowing costs, 
competition for land, elevated labour 
and materials costs and a constrained 
planning environment.

1,994
new affordable seniors housing units 
expected to complete in 2026, down  
13% since 2025

Fig 1: Affordable seniors housing delivery has slowed in recent years
Number of affordable seniors units delivered by year and type

*UK housing delivery forecast for 2026  
Source: Knight Frank Research, EAC, Office for Budget Responsibility Forecast
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Housing Market Update

knightfrank.com/researchQ2 2026 Knight Frank’s review of the key trends and numbers in the affordable 
segment of the UK seniors housing market



Need for more new stock
As well as there being a severe 
undersupply of affordable seniors 
homes, the existing stock requires 
modernisation with the majority (61%) 
of affordable seniors homes (c.300k) 
having been built before 1985.

Developing newer, high-quality 
homes for seniors is aligned with 
government priorities and falls 
within their mandated response to 
structural housing undersupply and 
the increasing care needs of the  
ageing population.

Affordable seniors housing is one 
of the models of housing that the 
Older People’s Housing Taskforce 
recommended for expansion in their 
2024 report for the UK Government’s 
Ministry of Housing and Communities 
and Local Government and 
Department of Health and Social Care. 

Government commitment to 
affordable housing delivery  
lags demand
In recent years, wider social and 
affordable housing delivery has 
slowed with registered providers 
prioritising the management of 
their existing portfolios over new 
development due to funding and 
viability constraints and stricter fire 
safety regulations.

In their June 2025 Spending Review, 
the Government announced £39bn 
in funding for the new Social and 
Affordable Homes Programme 2026-
2036 (SAHP), targeting the delivery of 
300,000 social and affordable homes 
across England. 

The sector welcomed this 
funding but the scheme has been 
oversubscribed and providers have 
since been asked to re-profile their 
bids, further delaying the delivery of 
new social and affordable homes.

Evolving Labour plans may well require 
additional funding 
In July 2027, Andy Burham announced 
that he wants the above funding 
to be pivoted toward “council” 
homes, built by local councils. 
Council housebuilding has reduced 
significantly since the 1980s due to 
policy changes and, today, represents 
only a fraction of delivery in the UK. 
Local authorities will need time and 
resource to return to delivering homes.

Currently, a minimum of 60% of 
SAHP funding should be dedicated to 
social rent and, while Burnham has 
not specified what tenure he would 
like to see delivered, if this proportion 
increases, we may see additional 
pressure on funding and fewer social 
and affordable homes delivered overall.

“�Developing newer,  
high-quality homes for 
seniors is aligned with 
government priorities”
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Recent Living Sectors Research

knightfrank.com/research2026 Knight Frank’s review of the performance and opportunities in the 
Single Family Housing (SFH) rental sector.
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UK Student 
Market Update

Handful of larger deals pushed Q1 PBSA investment 
to £2.1 billion

Large cheques, normal cadence 
Investors deployed £2.1 billion into UK purpose‑built student accommodation 
(PBSA) in the first quarter of 2026, marking the strongest start to a calendar 
year for the sector in more than a decade. However, this headline figure 
warrants wider context. While the opening quarter was capital‑heavy, it was not 
deal‑heavy. A total of 20 transactions completed during the quarter, broadly 
consistent with long‑term norms, indicating that activity was driven by a 
number of capital‑intensive transactions rather than a broader expansion in 
deal flow. While transaction volumes suggest that liquidity remains intact, 
underlying market conditions are more nuanced. There remain persistent gaps 
between buyer and seller pricing expectations, contributing to elongated deal 
processes in certain cases. Against this backdrop, prime direct‑let yields in 
London are circa 4.50% NIY, with regional prime pricing softer at approximately 
5.25‑5.50% NIY for the same product type.

Ticket size elevated 
Transaction sizes were notably skewed in the first quarter, with five of the 20 
deals transacting at values in excess of £150 million. Most prominent was the 
completion of Unite Group’s acquisition of Empiric Student Property, agreed at 
approximately £720 million and adding around 7,700 beds across 68 assets in 22 
cities to the Unite platform. Also finalised during the quarter was Unite Group’s 
joint‑venture agreement with Manchester Metropolitan University (MMU) to 
develop circa 2,300 new student beds at the MMU’s Cambridge Halls site, with 
total development costs estimated at around £390 million. Another notable 
transaction saw Fusion Group, alongside Cheyne Capital, acquire a component 
of Art‑Invest Real Estate’s Dockside Canada Water scheme in Southwark, 
London, to deliver approximately 742 student beds, implying a scheme value of 
roughly £350 million.

Some 65% (13 deals) of transactions in the first quarter were operational 
asset sales. The tilt towards existing assets is expected to continue in 2026, 
with investor demand concentrated on mid‑market and lower‑entry pricing 
points, particularly assets offering embedded rental reversion while retaining 
alignment with ‘affordable’ market thresholds. Land transactions represented 
20% of activity (4 deals), with joint‑venture structures comprising the remaining 
15% (3 deals).

knightfrank.co.uk/researchQ1 2026 Knight Frank’s quarterly review of the key development, policy and 
investment themes in the UK student property market

Fig 1: UK PBSA capital flows 
Quarterly

Source: Knight Frank Research
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Fig 2: Typical PBSA deal flow for Q1 
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UK BTR  
market update

Investors spent some £679 million acquiring or funding 
BTR assets in the first quarter of 2026. 

knightfrank.co.uk/researchQ1 2026 Knight Frank’s quarterly review of the key investment themes in the 
UK Build to Rent (BTR) market covering Co-Living, Multifamily (MFH) 
and Single Family Housing (SFH)

Q2Q1 Q4Q3

Source: Knight Frank Research

Fig 1: UK BTR investment volumes
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Muted start to the year for investment
Just shy of £700 million was invested in the UK BTR market in the first three months 
of 2026 across 12 transactions, marking the slowest Q1 since 2018. The softer start to 
the year follows a bumper end to 2025. But with several large transactions currently 
under offer or progressing through legals, we expect to see a stronger Q2. That said, 
the wider economic backdrop remains sensitive. Geopolitical volatility rippling out 
from the war in the Middle East has resulted in a spike in UK gilt yields to reflect 
expectations that central banks may keep monetary policy tighter for longer. Oxford 
Economics now predicts that UK CPI inflation will top 4% in the second half of 2026 
before cooling in 2027. There is a degree of caution from some investors as a result.

Operational stock leads
Activity in Q1 was driven primarily by investors acquiring operational stock, which 
accounted for 61% of total investment. Pension Insurance Corporation’s purchase 
of Ebb & Flow in Reading from Lincoln MGT for over £200 million was the standout 
deal, representing the largest acquisition of an operational asset outside of central 
London on record. Other notable transactions to complete over the course of the 
quarter included Sterling Place in Ealing and 219 Baker Street in central London, 
with Knight Frank acting for the buyer. Both deals contributed to the capital 

Source: Knight Frank Research

Fig 2: BTR investment and transaction volumes
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Seniors Housing 
Trading Performance Review

knightfrank.co.uk/research2025/26 Knight Frank’s annual assessment of operating performance in the UK 
Seniors Housing sector. This market-leading report includes analysis of 
occupancy, sales and rental performance of the largest IRC operators.
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Keep up to speed with global property markets with 
our range of dedicated sector newsletters SIGN UP ONLINE
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Fig 2: Provision is weighted 
towards older stock
Proportion of completed affordable  
seniors stock by age

Source: Knight Frank Research, EAC
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