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Sustainability is a key issue facing businesses of all types 

and sizes. Over recent years sustainability has become 

synonymous with the environment, which though 

critically important has created a danger that other vital 

components of ‘true’ sustainability – economic and social 

factors – are being overlooked. 

Property is at the centre of the sustainability debate. 

From an environmental perspective, the RICS reports 

that buildings and construction account for the largest 

single share in global resource use and pollution 

emission and among all industry sectors they also have 

the largest potential for cutting global greenhouse gas 

emissions. From an economic and social perspective, few 

people remain untouched by the development, use and 

maintenance of property wherever they live and work, 

from small communities to major cities.

Looking ahead, a key issue for the property sector will be 

achieving a balance that addresses environmental demands 

while encouraging economic growth and meeting social 

needs of local communities. This is easier to say than do 

and will require close working relationships between a 

broad range of stakeholders, from developers, consultants 

and planners to NGOs, architects and local people. 

In addition, all of this must be achieved against a 

backdrop of rapidly changing conditions in a service-

based economy, where property is more vital to 

economic health than ever before. There is no doubt 

that the property industry will face a greater burden 

of responsibility and come under more public and 

government scrutiny as a result. 

Introduction
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Key findings of the study include:

	 More than one-third of respondents (39%) believe there 

is a great risk that an over-emphasis on environmental 

factors could lead to properties being built at the 

expense of a region’s social and economic resources
	 The majority of respondents (83%) believe that 

‘sustainability’ is too strongly associated with the 

environment and not sufficiently with economic and 

social factors
	 The vast majority of respondents (94%) believe that 

environmental issues must be balanced with social 

and economic needs of communities
	 The majority of respondents (82%) also believe it is 

important for the property industry to recognise that 

sustainability includes social and economic and not 

just environmental resources
	 Almost all respondents (96%) believe the importance 

of sustainability will grow in the property industry 

over the next five years

	 Over half of respondents (54%) believe that investing 

in sustainable property will reduce investment risk 

‘somewhat/very greatly’
	 83% of respondents believe that truly sustainable 

property will be easier to let or sell in the general 

market without a cost premium while 54% believe it 

will be easier to let or sell in the general market even 

with a cost premium
	 Two-thirds of respondents (67%) believe it is likely that 

companies will pay a premium for truly sustainable 

property when renting while just under half (49%) 

believe it is likely that companies will pay a premium 

when renting
	 Almost two-thirds of respondents (60%) believe it is 

likely that demand will create a new asset class for 

truly sustainable property

The report addresses these and other issues raised by the 

research. 
�

Issues surrounding sustainability are of increasing importance in investors’ decision-

making processes. This will develop further as more people become attuned to the 

agenda, and market effects can be judged.

John Claxon

Director, BNP Paribas Real Estate Investment Management
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As a major property consultancy closely involved with 

the issues surrounding sustainability, Atisreal is keenly 

aware of the growing perception that sustainability 

relates primarily to the environment, with little if any 

reference to the social and economic factors that truly 

sustainable property must also address.

This is not surprising given the publicity surrounding 

the environment and its potential impact on man-made 

global warming, which is a highly emotive issue for 

completely understandable reasons. But the economic 

and social aspects of people’s lives and work are also of 

critical importance. They are also intrinsically linked to 

property investment and development decisions and it 

is vital that they are not overlooked

Given such rapidly growing importance of the 

environment and the complexity of balancing it with 

social and economic factors we felt it was important to 

determine the views of the UK property market and this 

research is the result. 

The findings have revealed concern that social and 

economic factors are in danger of being swamped by 

environmental arguments. 

Why did Atisreal commission the study?
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The Atisreal study was carried out online during November 

and December 2007, by Spectrum Consulting, among  

125 respondents involved in the property industry. 

The research sample

CHART 1
SAMPLE BY SIZE OF ORGANISATION (employees)

More than 10,000 7%

2,501 to 5,000 8%

5,001 to 10,000 3%

1 to 250
58%

251 to 500
6%

501 to 1,000
14%

1,001 to 2,500 
4%

CHART 1
SAMPLE BY REGION

Wales 5%

North West 11%

Scotland 10% South East 20%

South 8%

South West 11%

Midlands 12%East Anglia 5%

North 9%

North East 9%

Charts show breakdown of sample  
by size of organisation and geography

Sustainability has swiftly become a key 

consideration for developers of major 

schemes and larger UK occupiers. With so 

many views and technical solutions, it is 

often hard to ‘see the wood for the trees’.

Dan Bayley

Head of Letting & Sales



� ‘ true’  sustainabil ity and the uk property market

	 More than one-third of respondents (39%) believe 

there is a great risk that an over-emphasis on 

environmental factors could lead to properties 

being built at the expense of a region’s social and 

economic resources
	 The majority of respondents (83%) believe that 

‘sustainability’ is too strongly associated with the 

environment and not sufficiently with economic and 

social factors
	 The vast majority of respondents (94%) believe that 

environmental issues must be balanced with social 

and economic needs of communities
	 The majority of respondents (82%) also believe it 

is important for the property industry to recognise 

that sustainability includes social and economic and 

not just environmental resources

	 The above have potentially major implications for 

any community where development is likely to affect 

the local economy and creation of jobs. Obvious 

examples include renewable energy sources in areas of 

outstanding beauty, where development could affect 

tourism. Conversely, it is just as likely that a decision 

not to develop for environmental reasons could affect 

investment, the local economy and therefore jobs in a 

region
	 Almost all respondents (96%) believe the importance 

of sustainability will grow in the property industry 

over the next five years

	 The research provides overwhelming evidence that 

sustainability is not just a passing fad but will play a 

central role in the property sector for the foreseeable 

future. In other words, sustainability can add real value 

and any organisation that fails to take it seriously risks 

damaging not only its reputation but also the value of 

its property investment

Executive summary

	 Over half of respondents (54%) believe that investing 

in sustainable property will reduce investment risk 

‘somewhat/very greatly’
	 83% of respondents believe that truly sustainable 

property will be easier to let or sell in the general 

market without a cost premium while 54% believe 

it will be easier to let or sell in the general market 

even with a cost premium
	 Two-thirds of respondents (67%) believe it is 

likely that companies will pay a premium for truly 

sustainable property when renting while just under 

half (49%) believe it is likely that companies will 

pay a premium when renting

	 The above strongly support the view that sustainability 

will offer real business benefits in the property 

sector, reducing risk of incurring losses in the event 

of a downturn while increasing margins in a strong 

market
	 Almost two-thirds of respondents (60%) believe it 

is likely that demand will create a new asset class 

for truly sustainable property

	 Sustainability is very likely to play an important role 

in attracting investors to the property sector as well 

as driving market value and rents
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The true meaning of sustainability
The research revealed concern among those involved 

with the property industry that sustainability has become 

too closely associated with the environment and that this 

could lead to a risk of social and economic factors being 

overlooked when investment and development decisions 

are being made (charts 2 and 3). It also revealed that 

demand from large corporates is much more likely to drive 

the market for sustainable property than legislation. This 

reduces the potential risk of new planning regulations 

having to be introduced to drive sustainability, which 

would make the planning process take longer (chart 2).

The research highlighted not only the current importance 

of sustainability but also the potential for its growth, 

with 96% of respondents believing its importance will 

increase over the next five years (chart 4).

The findings

94

83

67

57

46

43

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

CHART 2

Environmental issues MUST
 be balanced with social and

economic needs of communities

Sustainability associated too strongly
with ‘environment’ & not with

social & economic factors

Demands for sustainability by larger
corporate tenants will drive the

sustainable property market

There’s a danger of environmental
factors taking priority over

social & economic needs

Legislation is the only way of
achieving true sustainability in

the property market

Sustainability legislation would
create further, unacceptable delays

in the planning process

CHART 3

Don’t know 1%
Net unimportant 14%

Neither important
nor unimportant 
3%

Net important
82%

Importance for the property industry to 
recognise that sustainability includes social and 
economic and not just environmental resources

The chart shows percentage of respondents 
who ‘agree/strongly agree’ with each statement

Responsible investors will be at the 

forefront of developing sustainable 

buildings and this will impact on the 

pricing of this type of investment. The 

challenge will be understanding and 

quantifying the impact on both the 

investment and occupier markets when 

providing advice to clients.

John Rhodes

Director, Valuations
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Business benefits of true sustainability

The combination of growing demand for sustainable 

property, especially from large corporates, and the need 

for organisations to achieve sustainability has significant 

implications for the UK property sector. As the market 

moves into uncertain times, truly sustainable properties 

that deliver social benefits and stimulate local economies 

while meeting environmental needs are most likely to 

attract large corporate tenants and purchasers than 

those which do not. 

They are also more likely to appeal to local communities, 

planning authorities and other stakeholders involved 

in the property development and investment decision 

process. Human resources research, for instance, has 

identified an organisation’s commitment to sustainability 

as a major issue for employees, which is just one reason 

why large corporates are taking the issue of sustainable 

property very seriously. 

More than half of respondents (54%) believe that truly 

sustainable property will be easier to let or sell, even 

with a cost premium; and more than four out of five 

respondents (83%) believe truly sustainable property  

will be easier to let or sell without a cost premium  

(chart 5). In addition, about half of the survey respondents 

(49%) believe companies are likely to pay a premium 

for sustainable property when renting, while two-thirds 

(67%) believe companies are likely to pay a premium for 

sustainable property when purchasing (chart 6). Such 

benefits are likely to become even more important in the 

event of a downturn.

 

I would argue that rather than seeing a 

premium for sustainable buildings, we are 

more likely to see these becoming the real 

top prime product. Investors and occupiers 

will pay the highest rents/competitive 

yields for these while those buildings 

that are still of a prime grade, but not 

sustainable, commanding slightly lower 

rents and returns.

Jane Winfield

Head of Investment

We are seeing more and more occupier 

clients requesting buildings that take 

sustainability into account. Yet, at 

the moment, if a client has certain 

technological demands and a building 

does not meet both these and their 

sustainability requirements, they will go 

for the one that fits technologically.

Dan Bayley

Head of Letting & Sales
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Sustainability and risk

The research also addressed the question of risk associated 

with truly sustainable property. Risk is, of course, a major 

factor in the property development and investment 

decision-making process and anything that mitigates risk 

is attractive to the market. While organisations are always 

looking to reduce risk, the desire to do so is particularly 

important when market conditions are uncertain. 

Over half of the respondents in the Atisreal survey (54%) 

believe that investing in sustainable property will reduce 

investment risk ‘greatly’ (chart 7). 

 

An obvious question that arises is whether demand is 

likely to create a new asset class for truly sustainable 

property? Evidence from the research suggests it is, with 

60% of respondents believing this is likely to happen 

(chart 8). There are various reasons why sustainability will 

add considerably to a property’s investment value, from 

the intangible benefits of, say, a large corporate being 

associated with such a building, to lower running costs, 

which are becoming far from trivial as energy prices 

continue to rise. 

 

CHART 4

Don’t know 1%
Net unimportant 12%

Neither important
nor unimportant 
5%

Net important
82%

Importance of sustainability as an issue facing 
the property industry at the moment
CHART 4

Don’t know 0%
Net decrease 
2% Neither increase

nor decrease
2%

Net increase
96%

How the importance of sustainability will 
change over the next five years
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The research did not just look at financial risk but also 

addressed the question of balance between environmental 

impact and social and economic factors. More than one 

in three respondents (39%) believe the risk that an 

over-emphasis on environmental factors could lead to 

properties being built at the expense of a region’s social 

and economic resources is ‘great’.

The implications of such a finding are potentially 

far-reaching, especially for communities where the 

development of new properties could have a significant 

effect on the local economy and creation of jobs. 

 

Regional variations

Overall, findings for the research differed relatively little 

between regions. One area where they did concerned the 

reduction of investment risk from sustainable property 

(chart 10). 

 

 

 

We are concerned that green arguments 

are in danger of overshadowing social 

and economic factors in the property 

industry. The environment is obviously 

critical but it is vitally important that 

all factors are taken into account 

when property investment, occupier and 

development decisions are being made.

Tim Malthouse

Executive director
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CHART 5 (%)
Even with a cost premium Without a cost premium

Net unlikely Neither likely
nor unlikely

Net likely Don’t know

18%

6%

26%

11%

54%

83%

2% 0%0

20

40

60

80

100

CHART 6 (%)
When renting When purchasing

Net unlikely Neither likely
nor unlikely

Net likely Don’t know

24

18

25

13

49

67

2 20

20

40

60

80

Likelihood that companies will pay a premium 
for truly sustainable property

Likelihood that truly sustainable property will 
be easier to let or sell in the general market

CHART 7

Don’t know 13% Net little 16%

Neither a little
nor greatly
17%

Net greatly
54%

CHART 8 (%)

Net unlikely Neither likely
nor unlikely

Net likely Don’t know

20
17

60

3
0

20

40

60

80

Likelihood that demand will create a new asset 
class for truly sustainable property

How will investing in sustainable property 
reduce investment risk?
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CHART 9 (%)

Net small Neither great
nor small

Net great Don’t know

30

23

39

8

0

20

40

60

How small or great is the risk that an over-
emphasis on environmental factors could lead 
to properties being built at the expense of a 
region’s social and economic resources?

CHART 10 (%)

South
East

WalesScotlandNorth
West

North
East

NorthEast
Anglia

Mid-
lands

South
West

South

54

71
74

71

58

73

50

5756

70

0

20

40

60

80

100

How will investing in sustainable property 
reduce investment risk, where sustainability 
includes social and economic as well as 
environmental resources? Net greatly

CHART 11 (%)

South
East

WalesScotlandNorth
West

North
East

NorthEast
Anglia

Mid-
lands

South
West

South

50
53

47

54

61

52

56
60

56

37

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

There is a danger of environmental factors 
taking priority over social and economic needs: 
net agree by region

CHART 12 (%)

South
East

WalesScotlandNorth
West

North
East

NorthEast
Anglia

Mid-
lands

South
West

South

51

59

65

60

71

55

50

55

61
63

40

50

60

70

80

How likely is it that property which is truly 
sustainable will be easier to let or sell in 
the general marketplace, even WITH a cost 
premium? Net likely
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