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6 PR for local authorities as developers 
From functional to aspirational 

Fiona Lund 

Any effective PR campaign, short or long term, needs to be founded on a 

strategy. This strategy must be informed by a deep understanding of market 

drivers, including the history of a sector, its complexities and where it’s heading. 

The world of housing provided by local authorities has changed significantly, is 

complex and is charting new waters, and so PR and communications for housing 

must evolve accordingly. The first section of this chapter will look at those 

changing influences. 

Setting the scene: a brief history of local authority housing 
Local authorities have been required by law to provide council housing since the 

1919 Addison Act, a response to Prime Minister Lloyd George’s Homes Fit for 

Heroes campaign, which was established to look after returning First World War 

veterans. But it was only after World War II that the UK saw the true birth of the 

council house, when Clement Atlee’s Labour government built more than a 

million homes, over three-quarters of which were council houses. 

 In the following decades, local authorities continued to build social 

housing, but more recently the landscape has changed dramatically. At the time 

of Margaret Thatcher’s ‘Right to Buy’ initiative in the 1980s, local authorities 

were responsible for building more than 40 per cent of new homes, but by 2017, 

this had dropped to fewer than 2 per cent, according to the Department for 

Communities and Local Government (DCLG). 

 In terms of communications and PR in this sector over the decades, it’s no 

surprise that there wasn’t really much call for this professional expertise. The 

legislative nature of the sector left little requirement to promote and persuade. 

Even during the flood of funding into social housing under the Decent Homes 

programme,1 when local authority tenants were offered new kitchens, external 

wall insulation, bathrooms, doors and windows, the only real PR in action was 
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that of respective governments and local authorities telling the country how much 

they were investing into the public housing stock. Communication was to a 

captive audience and attracted little controversy. 

 But nothing stands still, and in the last decade the landscape has changed 

once again. Decent Homes funding introduced in 1997 began to slow down from 

2005, with many of the large, publicly funded improvement programmes 

drawing to a close. This fact, coupled with reduced central government grants 

and the rent decreases introduced in the Welfare Reform and Work Act 2016, 

meant that local authorities started to feel the pinch and realised that they had to 

be more commercial as one way of addressing the gap. Councils had to start to 

look at alternative measures for releasing equity to fund builds, which led to 

them creating private for-sale housing to cross-subsidise the building of new 

socially rented houses. 

 2002 saw the rise of many local authorities establishing Arm’s Length 

Management Organisations (ALMOs), not-for-profit organisations, wholly 

owned by local authorities and used to manage housing stock. We started to see 

social properties being replaced with private housing. And then followed the 

Localism Act 2011, which aimed to put control of housebuilding back in the 

hands of communities, so forward-thinking local authorities resumed 

development power and began to establish their own private or wholly owned 

subsidiary development companies. According to recent data,2 more than a 

quarter (98) of the 326 councils in England have set up new housebuilding 

companies since 2012, a trend that, combined with joint ventures like the IKEA 

example mentioned later, continues its upward trajectory. 

 The upside for local authorities as developers is that they can take the 

holistic and longer-term view that private, shareholder-profit-driven 

housebuilders do not. Indeed, private companies and PLCs are often accused of 

only delivering the statutory minimum in terms of build quality and Section 106 

requirements, driven by the bottom line rather than objectives aligned with 

society at large. From personal experience of working with manufacturers of 

security and energy efficiency products, we have seen how the specification of 

new homes is often superior within social housing compared with private sale 

properties from private sector developers. In contrast to private companies, local 
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authorities’ private development arms can use Compulsory Purchase Order 

(CPO) powers where necessary and, of course, can borrow more cheaply than 

housebuilders. Councils can benefit from the financial growth of schemes, while 

private developers, who don’t traditionally tie up precious resources in land for 

the long term, are in this context motivated by similar objectives – as shown in 

the Worthing example that follows. 

 This brief history is important because it shines a light on what has come 

before and, for PR professionals, gives us background, context and a deeper 

understanding of where we need to strategically target our communications now 

and in the future. 

 The main point is that as UK housing is facing its biggest shortfall on 

record, currently estimated to be a backlog of four million homes,3 the landscape 

of local authority development is changing, and changing fast. And along with 

this shifting landscape comes a huge step-change in the way local authorities as 

private developers must communicate with existing and emerging stakeholders in 

a bid to help alleviate the crisis. 

Flat packed homes 
At the time of writing, Worthing Council has announced that it is considering a 

deal with BoKlok, owned by IKEA and construction company Skanska, to build 

up to 162 homes.4 Requiring processes significantly more advanced than erecting 

a Billy bookcase, these off-site manufactured homes (which, of course, include 

an IKEA kitchen) can be manufactured, dispatched, delivered and erected in 

previously unheard-of build times. The way in which the deal is structured is also 

a new concept. Under the proposal, the model means that Worthing would get 30 

per cent of the homes to be used for social housing in areas where there is a 

shortage of affordable properties and high house price inflation. The rest of the 

homes built would remain in the ownership of the developer, but instead of 

selling the land to the developer, the council would receive its share of the 

homes, lease the land for 125 years and receive ground rent, which should be 

about 4 per cent on the value of the land. Worthing says that this proposal 

produces 45 homes for its use, rather than 13 if a conventional model was used. 
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 Looking at this emerging market from a PR perspective, two salient points 

come to mind. First, this model is a clear sign of the mushrooming melting pot 

we can expect between private and public sector development. As 

communications advisors to local authorities, we therefore need to reconsider our 

stakeholders when it comes to thinking about local authority housing and realise 

that it’s not just the tenants and councillors we need to satisfy. The blend of 

affordable and private homes on new developments is only set to grow. 

 In many ways, local authorities are now finding themselves in changeable 

situations – either as partners with private developers or even in competition with 

them. From a PR and communications perspective, this pepper-potting approach 

means that it is no longer appropriate to promote developments as either ‘social 

housing’ or ‘private developments,’ which presents both challenge and 

opportunity. 

 The second point is that we also need to be aware that we’re talking about 

people’s homes. Whether affordable or luxurious, we all aspire to having safe, 

happy homes. Unlike almost any other product we experience as consumers, 

there will always be a softer, intangible connection and emotional attachment to 

the places in which we live. While the product itself may increasingly become 

linked to a story around Modern Methods of Construction and technical or 

contractual innovation, the PR surrounding it must not lose sight of the human 

story too. 

Learning a foreign language 
The aim of the public sector is to serve a whole population in the most efficient 

way possible, while private sector enterprises are primarily established with 

growth and profit motives. Therefore, it’s no surprise that the language used to 

communicate by each sector is also different. For local authorities, the tone has 

traditionally been more legalistic and administrative, while in the private retail 

housing market, it’s direct marketing, call-to-action focused and always 

aspirational. 

 A quick look over some housebuilder and developer websites shows 

dreamy locations, a hand-holding service, blank canvasses, ‘living your dreams,’ 

and wish-list fixtures and fittings. Enter the linguistic world of local authority 
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developers and housing associations, and the language usually becomes more 

functional. Traditionally, it hasn’t been about selling dreams. It has been about 

remits, KPIs, safeguarding, representation, community investment, performance 

scrutiny and monitoring, and tenant satisfaction levels. There’s even debate about 

what we should call the people who live in social housing – clients? residents? 

tenants? And let’s not forget all the acronyms: KPIs, RSLs, ALMOS, PFIs, 

CPPs, WoS, HAs and LAs, to name a few. PR and communications professionals 

working in the public sector need to be entirely familiar with the terminology of 

the sector and need to strike the right tone required by the communications 

strategy. 

Communicating in an increasingly diverse sector 
One of the most powerful lessons I’ve learned during three decades of working in 

public relations is never to forget that we do not cease to be consumers as soon as 

we go into the office, give a sales presentation or attend council meetings. The 

psychological pull of each of our personalities remains in different contexts, 

which is one of the reasons I’ve always challenged the status quo of 

communicating within a supply chain by setting firm B2B or B2C criteria. True, 

as set out earlier, we need to use the right language for the right stakeholders, 

using the right channels, but we should also never forget that we’re ultimately 

talking to groups of individual human beings. This is never more relevant than 

when we’re talking about people’s homes. 

 With this underlying recognition that we need to humanise any PR activity 

we carry out within housing, different groups need different messages at headline 

level. So, during the strategic phase of any communications to this sector, the 

local authority’s private development team needs to give careful consideration to 

stakeholders and messaging, as shown in Boxes 6.1 and 6.2. 

Box 6.1<en>Local authorities’ stakeholders 

Who are the stakeholders? Consider: 

• MPs 

• central government 
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• charities 

• councillors 

• current and prospective homeowners/leaseholders/tenants 

• designers and architects 

• DIY stores/retailers 

• government agencies – e.g. the Environment Agency, 

Tenant Services Authority, Planning Inspectorate 

• manufacturing supply chain 

• other housebuilders and developers 

• planners 

• pressure groups 

• residents 

• retail entrants (such as IKEA) 

• local community groups 

• council tax payers. 

 

Box 6.2<en>Examples of areas to address in messaging 

Here are some examples of key issues and themes for 

communication: 

• the local authority’s plans and strategy to address local 

housing need; 

• the benefits of the public sector developer; 

• the benefits of new partnerships, including innovative new 

funding models for new housing; 

• design standards and local architectural heritage; 

• methods of construction – including the benefits of 

Modern Methods of Construction (MMC), where 

appropriate; 
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• environmental sustainability and measures to address 

climate change (particularly among local authorities that 

have declared a climate emergency); 

• accessibility and life safety; 

• strategic use of Section 106 and CIL; 

• working with the local construction supply chain; 

• community engagement and involvement. 

Each of these stakeholders will listen to, watch, read and be influenced via 

different channels, so these channels must be researched and defined. As an 

agency of 13 years, we’ve seen and embraced the ascendance of digital and 

social media, but we’ve also seen how print is still important for communicating 

with social housing tenants, especially as many are older people who have not 

joined, and will never join, the digital revolution. Drop cards, resident 

newsletters, and updates about new developments and refurbishments are still 

often distributed through the letterbox. Print runs of tens of thousands are still 

popular within local authority and housing association marketing 

communications. 

 Social housing and social media make, in some respect, unhappy 

bedfellows, especially when the stories we want to push involve change – which, 

inevitably, they will when we’re talking about new homes being built. The 

proliferation of digital media, which can offer instant gratification, means that 

bad reviews or negative comments can be retweeted by millions within minutes. 

While digital channels can enable organisations to engage in a much warmer 

relationship with their customer, we also know they’re the best channels to use to 

complain in a very public way. So yes, absolutely, we must use social media to 

interact proactively and inform, but never forget that keyboard warriors take to 

their Facebook accounts quickly. So, it’s important that in addition to the planned 

messages you’re scheduling across the channels (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn 

and Instagram are still the most popular within housing) you monitor carefully 

and respond fast. 

 When it comes to placing a news story about social housing, take-up has 

traditionally been easier as compared with promoting a commercial product. 
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Unencumbered by the need to sell a product or service, there is less cynicism 

surrounding news releases and case studies concerning the social housing sector. 

However, local authorities and their PR departments will have to get more hard-

nosed, less complacent and less comfortable now that taking on the role of 

private developer requires them to adopt a more commercial stance. Likewise, 

the approach to social media is taking on a more consumer-focused approach. 

The ‘silver tsunami’ 
One pressing issue that is hurtling up the agenda when it comes to new housing, 

and especially building new local authority and housing association homes, is the 

challenge of a fast-ageing population. More so than other housing shortages that 

have been under the spotlight previously (key worker homes and homes for 

single parents and young families), an ageing population brings with it very 

specific demands, particularly surrounding health challenges. The most profound 

of these is dementia, forecast to affect two million people in the UK by 2050.5 

 By 2030, one in five people in the UK (21.8 per cent) will be aged 65 or 

over,6 so it’s no surprise that debate is now focusing on how we can both build 

new homes and adapt existing stock to be fit for purpose for this fast-growing 

demographic. The challenge is not just a personal one affecting those individuals 

in retirement; it’s also becoming a major theme in housing policy debate, 

encompassing housing, care and health sector partners. New build private and 

public developers need to work together to devise solutions to counter the 

obvious current shortfall in suitable housing. 

 The challenge for PR, therefore, is to ensure that messaging reflects the 

needs and interests of this older demographic. Many properties are sold, rented or 

leased to young families because of proximity to good schools, but older people 

have different priorities. They need easy access to local shops, healthcare centres 

and leisure facilities. Research by the NHBC Foundation7 shows that they’re 

happy to move for the right reasons, top of which include ease of maintenance, 

control over long-term running costs, lifetime warranties and future-proofing in 

terms of health and safety resources. 

 Interestingly, research by the NHBC Foundation also found that, 

compared with younger buyers, the priorities of over-55s play uniquely to the 
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qualities of a new build home: they are 20 per cent more likely than younger 

buyers to want to buy or lease a new build home. This is, therefore, a huge 

market for local authorities, enabling them to maximise their commitment to 

supplying new build homes. As an example of an organisation spanning the 

private and public sectors and making a great job of communicating with this 

sector, take a look at L&Q or Anchor. 

 Another example is McCarthy & Stone. The specialist retirement builder 

for private ownership and leaseholders has a well-established PR and marketing 

engine: a templated model that they roll out before and during any development 

they undertake. Having determined the location, they generally set up a ‘pop up’ 

in the local town. They rent and brand an outlet such as an empty shop for 

approximately six months and provide an ‘advisory service’ offering information 

and support to local people interested in the development (it’s an estate agency 

by any other name). The PR engine kicks in with local and regional press events, 

interviews, sponsorship and case studies of happy ‘moving home’ stories, 

alleviating the fear factor, and thus growing brand awareness and trust. 

 As with any PR campaign, the first step is to understand the drivers of this 

target group and especially the motivations for older people to remain in their 

own homes or to sell up and move to specialist communities. It’s also important 

for local authorities to promote, both nationally and to local communities and 

policy-makers, the cost implications of people not moving early enough. 

 I believe that PR to persuade people to downsize, to release much-needed 

larger homes and to move in earlier should be a key thrust of any local authority 

developer programme. To achieve this, we need to engage early and address 

concerns and worries people have at this very sensitive point of their lives. 

 Again, we must not forget that we’re dealing with people’s homes. 

Messaging should surround the fact that these new homes are intelligently 

designed and future-proofed for complete peace of mind and flexibility for the 

future; show how people can customise and adapt homes in the future to meet 

changing health needs; and focus on community upsides and the social aspect to 

allay one of the older generation’s greatest fears – loneliness. None of us wants 

to admit that we’re getting older. It’s a psychological PR minefield, but one angle 
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that local authority developers can and should push is continued quality of life in 

our later years. 

Box 6.3<en>Jeremy Porteus, chief executive, Housing LIN: 
comment 

Local authorities are proactively working to release land with the 

capacity to develop at least 160,000 homes. And just to meet 

current and future housing need for mainstream housing, their 

representative body – the Local Government Association (LGA) 

– has called for a significant increase the supply of new homes. 

Most experts believe that we need to build upwards of 250,000 

new homes per year. 

 A report by the Housing Learning and Improvement Network 

for the LGA revealed that the demand for housing traverses all 

age groups and that there is a similar pressing need for 

specialist housing for our ageing population, with 400,000 

purpose-built homes to Housing our Ageing Population Panel 

for Innovation (HAPPI) design principles required by 2030. The 

LGA has called for a ‘residential revolution’ in which we meet 

the housing and lifestyle choices of both our current generation 

of older people and future generations. 

 And, as highlighted in the recent government guidance, local 

authorities play a key strategic role in planning housing for older 

disabled people. For example, working with social landlords, 

ALMOs and for-profit operators and developers to meet an 

increasing diverse of range of tenure options and 

accommodation types. This includes working with specialist and 

general needs housing associations to develop HAPPI 

influenced housing designed with ageing in mind, whether 

sheltered housing or extra care housing or an over-55s 

retirement market. However, there is also a growing trend for 

local authorities as housebuilders to set up their own local 



11 Promoting Property 

Fiona's chapter only.doc 

housing companies to boost supply for much-needed new 

homes, including filling a gap to meet the unmet needs for older 

people’s housing. 

 

Box 6.4<en>Gwyn Owen, head of Essex Housing, Essex 
County Council: comment 

Essex is one of the largest counties in England. The county has 

a diverse range of local authorities comprising unitary, district, 

borough and city councils as well as town and parish councils 

and the county council. Despite this, the public sector in Essex 

has worked closely together to try to address housing needs 

across the county and Essex Housing has been one such 

initiative to emerge from this collaboration. The Essex 

Partnership agreed to form a new vehicle that would work on 

behalf of the public sector, taking an innovative, bespoke 

approach to realise the financial and social value of 

development. Essex Housing was established on the basis that 

our approach to development needs to be inclusive of everyone 

– residents, private and public sectors who have a stake in any 

new development. 

 We seek to balance general needs housing with affordable 

homes and specialist accommodation for people with additional 

needs. At any one time around 40% of the units we are bringing 

forward across our portfolio are either affordable or specialist. 

While there can be a temptation for local authorities to simply 

focus on financial returns when considering development, we 

have managed to balance the delivery of general needs, 

affordable and specialist units to maximise benefits to Essex as 

a whole. 

 Our new and refurbished properties are not only developed to 

a good, aspirational specification, often with underfloor heating, 
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solar panels, good quality green space, and electric car 

charging points, but are also marketed thus. It is important to 

note that we are very careful to ensure we maximise value for 

money for the Essex taxpayer – while we ensure we provide 

good quality units, we are clear that every penny counts. For 

example, although each of our show apartments has a totally 

different feel depending on the target audience, where possible 

we seek to reuse furniture and other fixtures from one new 

development to the next to keep costs to an absolute minimum. 

 The real difference that Essex Housing brings is that we’ve 

maintained the very best of local government culture but added 

a commercial mindset. We’re passionate about helping to meet 

current and future housing needs. It is clear that to achieve this 

we must be ambitious and go further than simply seeking to 

meet our statutory obligations with regards to housing. 

Conclusion 
The UK, already in the grip of a major housing deficit, is starting to struggle with 

a fast-ageing population. This challenge, and others, will only be tackled by a 

strategic approach to building new housing by both the public and the private 

sector. This may consist of organisations working in isolation as competitors or 

in partnership, using delivery models previously unseen. Either way, the 

communications to support this must evolve. As shown in the case study 

example, there is much that social housing providers can learn from those who 

have longer-term experience of providing homes for both private and public 

sectors. The major PR challenge for local authority developers is in defining their 

changing offering and USPs, communicating them in a more commercial way, 

and shedding their previous public sector identity, both internally and externally. 

Notes 
1 The Decent Homes Programme was brought in by the 1997 Labour administration 

to provide a minimum standard of housing conditions for those living in public 
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sector (council housing and housing associations) homes through the Decent 

Homes Standard. It required local authorities to set out a timetable under which 

they would assess, modify and, where necessary, replace their housing stock 

according to the conditions laid out in the standard. 

2 www.architectsjournal.co.uk/news/news-analysis-why-are-councils-setting-up-

private-companies-to-build-homes/10017168.article [Accessed 15 September 

2019]. 

3 www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/housing-homeless-crisis-homes-

a8356646.html#targetText=Groundbreaking%20research%20by%20Heriot%2DWa

tt,target%20of%20300%2C000%20homes%20annually [Accessed 15 September 

2019]. 

4 www.theargus.co.uk/news/17736856.worthing-council-hopes-to-build-150-ikea-

eco-homes/ [Accessed 14 October 2019]. 

5 www.alzheimers.org.uk/about-us/policy-and-influencing/dementia-uk-

report#targetText=The%20number%20of%20people%20with,over%202%20millio

n%20by%202051.&targetText=This%20equals%20one%20in%20every,aged%206

5%20years%20and%20over [Accessed 15 September 2019]. 

6 www.ageuk.org.uk/globalassets/age-uk/documents/reports-and-

publications/later_life_uk_factsheet.pdf#targetText=By%202030%2C%20one%20i

n%20five,%2B%20(ONS%2C%202017b).&targetText=The%2085%2B%20age%2

0group%20is,)%20(ONS%2C%202018k) [Accessed 15 September 2019]. 

7 www.nhbcfoundation.org/publication/beyond-location-location-location-priorities-

of-new-home-buyers [Accessed 15 September 2019]. 

 
 


