[image: A close up of a sign

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]


BA (Hons) Business Management
Academic Year: 2024/2025
Student Name: Ileana Lupu
Student Number: 2231908
[bookmark: _GoBack]Lecturer Name: Dr Babar Syed
LCBB6000_BIRM
 Dissertation - Research proposal: 
FROM RISK TO RESILIENCE: EXPLORING COST-EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES FOR ESTATE AGENTS IN THE UK FACING TENANT ARREARS







Table of Contents
1.0 Introduction	3
1.1 Background and Relevance	3
1.2 Research Aim and Objectives	4
1.2.1 Aim	4
1.2.2 Objectives	4
2.0 Literature Review	4
2.1 Understanding Tenant Arrears	4
2.2 Operational and Financial Impact on Estate Agents	5
2.3 Risk, Resilience and the Role of Data in Rent Management	5
2.5 Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis	7
2.6 Gap in the Literature	7
3.0 Methodology	7
3.1 What research philosophy and why?	7
3.2 What research paradigm and why?	8
3.3 What research approach and why?	8
3.4 What research methodology and why?	8
3.5 What research strategy and why?	8
3.6 Sampling methods and why	8
3.7 Data collection methods/tools	8
3.8 Ways of interpreting data/How are you going to interpret data?	8
3.9 Time prospects of the research (Gantt chart)	9
3.10 Ethical Considerations	9
4.0 Potential Implications	9
5.0 Conclusion	10
6.0 References	11

[bookmark: _Toc203746120]
1.0 Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc203746121]1.1 Background and Relevance
Tenant arrears in the UK private rented sector are mounting because living expenses rise, economic prospects become questionable, and welfare delays accumulate (Hickman, 2021). While UK has 94% private landlords, a significant share of tenants in this sector fall into rent arrears. In Q2 2023, 35% of landlords reported having tenants in arrears(GOV.UK, 2022).        While this figure has fluctuated over time, it remained relatively steady, staying between 32% and 36% over the previous nine quarters(GOV.UK, 2022). 
[image: ]
Figure 1: Category of landlords in the UK (GOV.UK, 2022)
The majority of tenants including government-supported ones have unstable incomes, therefore, making rent payment a challenge (GOV.UK, 2022). Overdue or missed payments are more common, especially among economically vulnerable populations (Hickman, 2021).                    Estate agents, who act as the go-between for landlords and tenants, are directly impacted by rent arrears when paid. They are confronted with lost commission, greater landlord discontent, and long processes to recover arrears. These stresses on operations are augmented by structural forces such as the Universal Credit roll-out, bringing delays and volatility in tenant incomes (Hardie, 2024). Without action, arrears can render an estate agent's business model unviable and undermine housing sector resilience. Creating low-cost solutions to mitigate this threat is applicable not merely to estate agents but to wider housing stability and policy success (McNally and Lally, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc203746122]1.2 Research Aim and Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc203746123]1.2.1 Aim
To explore and evaluate cost-effective strategies that can enhance resilience among UK estate agents facing tenant arrears.
[bookmark: _Toc203746124]1.2.2 Objectives
· To identify the key causes and patterns of tenant arrears affecting estate agents in the UK.
· To assess the financial and operational impact of tenant arrears on estate agents.
· To examine and evaluate cost-effective strategies used by estate agents to manage and recover from tenant arrears.
[bookmark: _Toc203746125]2.0 Literature Review
This chapter critically examines current research on tenant arrears, causes of arrears, arrears effects, and strategic reaction in the UK private rental sector. The chapter is finalised with a conceptual framework and a suggested hypothesis to inform the direction of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc203746126]2.1 Understanding Tenant Arrears
Tenant arrears refer to missed or delayed rent payments over the course of a tenancy.                  This issue has increased significantly in the UK, driven by multiple intersecting factors. Hickman (2021), identifies structural causes such as stagnant wages, rising living expenses, and unaffordable housing. He also highlights how Universal Credit, particularly its five-week delay, pushes vulnerable tenants into arrears early in their tenancy. Using the COM-B model, Hickman argues that rent payment behaviour results from a tenant's capability, opportunity, and motivation. Bimpson and Manzi (2022), support this behavioural approach and expand on it by linking arrears to social disadvantage. They highlight that low-income households face a combination of barriers including poor financial literacy, mental health struggles, and limited access to support.               Their review also shows that welfare reform and high rent costs contribute significantly to arrears risk. Fitzhugh et al. (2018) apply behavioural science in a practical context by conducting trials at Metropolitan Housing. They identify three tenant profiles—struggling, disorganised, and strategic—and find that simple interventions such as SMS reminders can help reduce arrears among disorganised tenants. However, they also stress that structural financial problems cannot be solved by behavioural nudges alone. Glover and Jeyabraba (2022), add further context through qualitative research with social tenants. Their study reveals that arrears are often the result of sudden expenses, income instability, and lack of savings. Importantly, they find no evidence of widespread irresponsible spending. Taken together, the literature confirms that tenant arrears arise from a mix of economic pressure, behavioural factors, and policy shortcomings.
[bookmark: _Toc203746127]2.2 Operational and Financial Impact on Estate Agents
Tenant arrears create operational and financial challenges for estate agents that go beyond simple revenue loss. Estate agents typically receive management fees as a percentage of collected rent. When payments are delayed or withheld, agencies, especially smaller firms, experience direct income disruption and indirect costs from increased workload (KPMG, 2018). These financial pressures are intensified by the broader volatility in the housing market, where transaction volumes have flattened, agency fees are declining, and fixed operational costs continue to rise. Operationally, rent arrears require estate agents to take on multiple enforcement and support roles, including debt negotiation, issuing formal warnings, coordinating with landlords, and sometimes managing legal escalation. This administrative burden consumes time and personnel, reducing capacity for core functions like property marketing and compliance.           McNally and Lally (2024), argue that agents now act as intermediaries in a failing system, expected to uphold business performance while navigating housing insecurity, inconsistent income streams, and regulatory constraints. The impact is not purely internal. Cullen, Key, and Speed (2017) show that landlords increasingly judge agents not only on tenant acquisition but also arrears recovery. A failure to manage arrears can damage an agent’s professional credibility, leading to landlord dissatisfaction or even termination of contracts. This is reinforced by Reeve and Batty (2011), who found that unresolved arrears strain trust between tenants, agents, and landlords, eroding the reputation of letting agencies over time. While some industry reports suggest that arrears management should be considered a core component of modern property management (KPMG, 2018), others argue this responsibility places an unsustainable burden on letting agents, especially smaller firms with limited resources (Ke et al., 2012). The lack of formal regulation in the estate agency sector, combined with rising tenant vulnerability and landlord expectations, creates a gap between operational capacity and market demands.                                This highlights a structural weakness in the agency model, one that treats arrears as an isolated financial issue rather than a systemic operational risk.
[bookmark: _Toc203746128]2.3 Risk, Resilience and the Role of Data in Rent Management
Estate agents face increasing pressure to manage rent arrears within volatile market conditions. Effective risk management requires more than reactive measures. Lam (2014), argues that Enterprise Risk Management (ERM) offers a structured, integrated approach to identifying, assessing, and responding to risk across an organisation. His model supports long-term resilience by embedding risk into strategic planning, resource allocation, and day-to-day operations.             While large firms may implement formal ERM systems, core principles such as arrears forecasting and scenario planning are adaptable to smaller agencies. Simpson (2021), illustrates this through Knight Frank’s risk strategy, which includes arrears tracking, internal audits, and data systems tailored for real estate. This case highlights how structured risk approaches can mitigate financial, reputational, and compliance risks. However, Simpson also notes uneven adoption across the sector, particularly among smaller agents lacking institutional support. Morris and Rose (2022), add that sustainable rental strategies require proactive, data-informed risk models—yet many agencies remain reactive and fragmented in their responses. Technology plays an increasing role in rent risk management. Livingston et al. (2021) show how property platforms and rental databases provide tools for tracking tenant payment behaviour and flagging anomalies.                 However, they caution that such data may be incomplete, inconsistent, or biased by market coverage gaps. Critically, Byrne, McArdle and Wallace (2020) warn that algorithmic tenant profiling systems can reinforce exclusion, as digital risk scores often reflect socioeconomic bias rather than true default risk. Sitaraman (2023), echoes this concern, arguing that opaque                                 data-driven screening tools reduce transparency and fairness in tenant selection. While ERM and digital tools can enhance resilience, the literature highlights a key tension: balancing efficiency and fairness. Strategic frameworks must be sensitive to ethical concerns around data use, and agencies must develop internal capacity to use risk models without reinforcing inequality. Together, these sources emphasise that risk management in lettings must evolve—technically, operationally, and ethically.
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Figure 2: Enterprise Risk Management (Lam, 2014)
[bookmark: _Toc203746129]2.5 Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis
This study adopts a risk and resilience framework to examine how estate agents manage rent arrears. It integrates behavioural, economic, and operational factors with data-driven systems. The hypothesis is: Estate agents with structured risk strategies and ethical data tools experience lower operational disruption and arrears-related reputational damage in the private rental sector.
[bookmark: _Toc203746130]2.6 Gap in the Literature
While existing literature explores arrears causes and behavioural interventions, there is limited analysis of how estate agents build operational resilience. Few studies examine the intersection of tenant profiling, digital risk scoring, and agency performance. This research addresses the gap by focusing on estate agents’ capacity to manage arrears within evolving risk systems. 
[bookmark: _Toc203746131]3.0 Methodology
This chapter describes the methodological process employed in the investigation of cost-cutting resilience strategies among UK estate agents experiencing tenant arrears. It discusses the philosophy for the research as per research onion, paradigm, approach, methodology, and strategy, followed by details on data sources, sampling, analysis technique, ethical issues, and research time frame.
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Figure 4: Research onion (Flick, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc203746132]3.1 What research philosophy and why?
This research adopts an interpretivist research philosophy. Interpretivism supports understanding complex human experiences and social practices from the viewpoint of those involved (Flick, 2022). 
In this study, the aim is to explore how estate agents experience and respond to tenant arrears. As this involves subjective interpretation, negotiation, and organisational context, interpretivism is best suited.
[bookmark: _Toc203746133]3.2 What research paradigm and why?
The study is grounded in the interpretivist paradigm, which values context, individual agency, and social meaning over objectivity and generalisability. This paradigm is appropriate as it allows the research to explore diverse perspectives, operational decisions, and strategic thinking related to arrears management (Flick, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc203746134]3.3 What research approach and why?
An inductive research approach is applied. This allows the researcher to move from specific observations (secondary data on arrears management) to broader insights and patterns (Fitzhugh et al., 2018). As the goal is not to test a hypothesis but to understand estate agents' adaptive strategies, induction is the logical choice.
[bookmark: _Toc203746135]3.4 What research methodology and why?
A qualitative methodology is used to explore complex organisational behaviours. Qualitative research is appropriate for understanding nuanced actions, interpretations, and decision-making processes within the housing sector (Fitzhugh et al., 2018). It prioritises meaning over measurement.
[bookmark: _Toc203746136]3.5 What research strategy and why?
The study uses documentary analysis as the main research strategy. This involves systematic analysis of secondary sources such as housing reports, industry briefings, and government datasets. This approach is effective for understanding sector-level dynamics and strategic responses to arrears (Livingston et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc203746137]3.6 Sampling methods and why
Purposive sampling is used to select high-quality, relevant documents. Sources were chosen based on credibility, focus on tenant arrears, and relevance to UK estate agency practices.                Key sources include academic writings, industry reports Shelter UK briefs, and gov.uk datasets.
[bookmark: _Toc203746138]3.7 Data collection methods/tools
Data is drawn from publicly available reports, journals, and policy documents. These sources were selected for their authority and insight into arrears and resilience strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc203746139]3.8 Ways of interpreting data/How are you going to interpret data?
The research uses thematic analysis to interpret the data. This includes coding documents for recurring themes such as arrears causes, risk strategies, and agency responses.                             Patterns are then interpreted within the broader theoretical framework (Batra, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc203746140]3.9 Time prospects of the research (Gantt chart)
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[bookmark: _Toc203746141]3.10 Ethical Considerations
This study complies with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s Code of Practice for Research Ethics, using only publicly available secondary data. No personal or sensitive information is collected, so informed consent and confidentiality are not applicable. Ethical standards are maintained through accurate attribution, secure data handling, and adherence to GDPR and academic integrity guidelines throughout the research process.
[bookmark: _Toc203746142]4.0 Potential Implications
The findings of this research can provide pragmatic recommendations to estate agents dealing with arrears pressures. Through sensitisation to cost-saving practices of resilience, agents could improve at anticipating financial risk, ensuring service stability, and sustaining customer confidence in the midst of arrears peaks. Such practices can involve the use of formal risk models, which could have the potential to influence decision-making and resource planning in fluctuating rental markets (Lam, 2014). Real estate case studies indicate that risk-informed operations can strengthen organisational confidence and continuity (Simpson, 2021). The research has the potential to influence digital practice in the letting industry. With greater algorithmic profiling, whether it is reasonable and contained needs to be determined (Wallace et al., 2025).                  Outside of the private sector, the research has the potential to influence housing policy towards gaps within agent-based resilience interventions. During periods of financial hardship en masse, understanding the impact of arrears on agents is imperative when creating sustainable rental systems (McNally and Lally, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc203746143]5.0 Conclusion 
This research focuses on the growing trend of arrears among tenants and their effects on UK estate agents in the rental market. The purpose is to investigate cost-effective practices that will improve the resilience of agents to money and operational pressures. A qualitative documentary analysis was selected to examine current reports, datasets, and policy documents. This gives rich context insight into actual practices. It is extremely industry- and policy-relevant, potentially providing insight for letting agents alongside informing wider housing resilience debates within a shifting economic environment.
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