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1 Introduction 
 

This report outlines the AMS’ feedback on UBC’s 2014 Housing Demand Study. The recent discussions on 

increasing housing fees offer a new context in which to analyse the results of the Housing Demand Study. 

Recent debates on the issues of affordability and accessibility can shed new light on thoughts of students as 

reported in the study. 

 

The AMS identifies several key issues with the 2014 Housing Demand Study, including data anomalies and 

inconsistencies; unsatisfactory definitions of ‘affordability’ and ‘ability to pay’; as well as several methodology 

concerns about the calculation of several indicators and the timing of the study. Additionally, the AMS has 

significant concerns about the use of this data to establish market price within the discussions on housing fee 

increases given the significant data and methodology concerns.  

 

The AMS recommends that in future studies UBC clarify the relative importance of factors that influence 

students’ housing choices. Specifically, future studies should focus on better establishing the financial 

wellbeing of respondents.  
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2 Assessment and Recommendations 
 

2.1 Gaining Access to More Detailed Breakdowns of the Data 
In order to answer some of the AMS’s key questions, the raw survey data needs to be revisited. Specifically, 

some questions should be reviewed to examine the distinctive responses of specific demographics (lower-

income students, graduate students1). While recognizing the very real privacy issues, the AMS feels this 

additional information will give a fuller context of the issues examined in the report. This does not require 

making the data available to the AMS, but rather UBC’s cooperation in making specific results accessible to 

the AMS. 

 

2.2 Data Anomalies and Inconsistencies 
In reviewing the Housing Demand Study, the AMS encountered several data anomalies and inconsistencies.2 

While SHHS has indicated that these inconsistencies are due to the nature of self-reported data, the 

inconsistency decreases the credibility of the data and its usability in determining market price. In future 

surveys SHHS should ensure that the survey methodologies will not allow these inconsistencies to occur.  

 

2.3 Definition of Affordability and Ability to Pay 
Ensuring the affordability of residence is an important concern for SHHS. However, SHHS’s commitment to 

affordable housing cannot be meaningfully interpreted or acted upon without comprehensive definitions of 

“affordability” and “ability to pay”. Within the Housing Demand study, neither of these key terms is 

sufficiently defined. The report lists five different measures of affordability: other Canadian university rates; 

Student Loan Program; local market rent; student’s ability to pay; and ability of student’s family to pay.3 This 

question was asked in order to determine how students define affordability, however, SHHS needs to state 

which definition it sees as the proper definition, given that it has made a commitment to affordability. 

 

When asked in the 2014 Academic Experience Survey, only 7% of students agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement “There is an adequate amount of affordable student housing on campus”.4 In its analysis of 

affordability, the Housing Demand Study has shown that a large majority of students living both on- and off-

campus believe that the affordability of residence should be measured in relation to a student’s ability to 

pay.5 For the AMS, affordability and ability to pay are best understood through the ratio of income spent on 

housing. The Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) states “the cost of adequate shelter should 

not exceed 30% of household income. Housing which costs less than this is considered affordable”.6 This ratio 

should ideally be used as a benchmark for both definitions of affordability and ability to pay. 

 

Whether is accepts this definition or not, UBC should develop clear and coherent definitions of affordability 

and ability to pay, and use these to inform and guide its affordable housing strategy. SHHS should define 

whom it considers unable to pay for residence, and work to eliminate the factors that cause this inability.  

 

                                                                    
1 The AMS and GSS requested and received graduated student only data for tables 3.12, 4.1, 4.2, 4.18, 5.4, 5.60, 9.1, 9.2, 
9.3, and 9.4 
2 See Appendix I 
3 UBC SHHS, Student Housing Demand Study Comparative Analysis & Summary Report (2014), “Affordability Related 
Considerations” pg 101 
4 Kessler, Anne and Daniel Munro, Academic Experience Survey Results 2014 (2014) pg 170  
5 UBC SHHS, Student Housing Demand Study Comparative Analysis & Summary Report (2014), “Affordability Measured 
Relative to A Student’s Ability to Pay” pg 108 
6 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, Affordable Housing (online) 
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2.4 Methodology Concerns 

2.4.1 Calculating the Cost of Utilities 

When calculating the price of off-campus housing in the Housing Demand Study, the cost of utilities ($60) was 

added onto the off-campus rent reported by students. The AMS questions this decision. The study is making 

an unfounded assumption that utilities, cable, Internet access and other utilities are not included in the rent 

reported by students living off-campus. While the report attempted to collect some information about 

amenities, problems with the way this question was asked resulted in unusable data. For example, the 

questions regarding heat, hydro and hot water costs were not well responded to (with only an 8% response 

rate7). This low response rate means UBC did not use the results of this question, and the low response rate 

was used as justification to add $60 to the cost of off-campus rents. There are two ways to interpret this low 

response rate. While it could indicate low student interest in responding to the question, the many ‘blank’ 

responses could also have been intended to indicate a ‘$0’ response. In fact, in the wording of the question, 

the instructions state “If you pay nothing, because the Item is included in your rent, please enter 0 or leave 

the question blank.”8 Due to the way the question was asked, it is extremely likely that many respondents left 

the section blank to indicate that they pay nothing for heat, hydro and water, meaning it is utterly 

inappropriate to add an additional $60 to the rent of these students. 

 

The AMS recommends that these problems with interpretation of the question be kept in mind for future 

Housing Demand Studies. Questions with ambiguity should be clarified, and potentially an ‘example response’ 

should be provided to encourage students to respond in the format preferred by UBC. There should be a clear 

mechanism for students to indicate that they pay $0 for an amenity, rather than leaving it blank, since this 

clearly creates confusion about the student’s intention. 

2.4.2 Calculating the ‘Market Rate’ of Housing  

When asked which residence areas are at or below market rate (UBC’s own requirement for its housing fees), 

SHHS stated it does not specifically assess this due to the difficulties in measuring the differences between 

residence and market housing, but that it believes all residences are below market rates. Specific comparable 

indicators, such as price per square foot, were made available for residence areas, however, SHHS believes 

accounting for the value of residence is uniquely difficult due to the extra amenities provided (residence life 

staff and programming, music practice rooms, weight rooms, etc.). 

 

The AMS believes that in order for UBC’s commitment to “below or at market rate” housing to be meaningful, 

it must be measurable. There are ways to incorporate the extra amenities provided and the unique housing 

situation found in residence into a cost analysis. True definitions of market rate must take into account 

factors beyond commute time to campus, and should include factors such as housing size, number of 

roommates, amenities provided, general condition of housing, among others. Importantly, instead of 

comparing the average reported rent within a commute zone9, the cost of different types of housing situations 

should be evaluated separately. Vancouver shared apartments should be compared with apartment-style 

residences (such as Marine Drive), whereas Vancouver studios should be compared with studio options 

available on campus. 

 

Finally, the fact that SHHS does not have to pay for the land on which it develops its housing facilities nor 
                                                                    
7 Email from Andrew Parr. December 11th, 2014.  
8 UBC SHHS, Student Housing Demand Study Comparative Analysis & Summary Report (2014), “Rents Per Student Per 
Month Across Zones” pg 160 
9 UBC SHHS, Student Housing Demand Study Comparative Analysis & Summary Report (2014), “Rents Per Student Per 
Month Across Zones” pg 92 
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property must be considered. SHHS is further exempt from paying property taxes. The unique conditions in 

which SHHS builds housing makes it distinct from other developers in its cost and benefit analysis. This 

privilege means that SHHS is not facing one important market factor, and this benefit should be incorporated 

into the ‘market rate’ calculation. 

2.4.3 Timing of Survey 

The Housing Demand Survey was sent out to students in April 2014. However, SHHS began offering students 

places in residence for the 2014-2015 academic year in March 2014. For questions which aimed to gather 

data on student preferences for housing type, the real world situation that students had been offered or 

declined housing likely skewed the preferences collected. For example, several questions asked respondents 

to indicate where they “plan to live” they following year, whether on- or off-campus, with how long of lease if 

on campus, and in what type of arrangement if off-campus.10 At the time they answered the survey, the 

respondents had already received information about their acceptance or waitlist position for residence. This 

fact contributed to a skewing of student responses. As students were already aware of their poor chances to 

be accepted into 8-month housing, students were thus more inclined to report a ‘plan’ to accept their 12-

month offer. Ultimately, the timing and posing of this question skewed students reporting they plan to live in 

12 month housing, over 8 month housing. 

 

Consequently, interpreting the results of this question as where students “would like to” live the following 

year is not credible, due to the real constraints faced by the respondents. It does not represent student 

preferences, but rather student responses to the existing constraints. The interpretation of this question 

should be changed to reflect this fact. Furthermore, the AMS recommends that subsequent Housing Demand 

Studies take into the timing of when the study is conducted. 

 

2.5 Issues to be Included in Subsequent Housing Demand Studies 
The AMS recommends that these issues be addressed in subsequent Housing Demand Studies questionnaires. 

Potentially, these issues could be addressed more regularly through the Undergraduate Experience Survey, 

conducted every spring, however, this presents problems because these surveys cover many topics and likely 

cannot get as in depth as the Housing Demand Study. If included in the February 2015 survey, this would 

offer a chance to gather relevant data in the near future. 

2.5.1 Relative Importance of Factors Influencing Housing Choice 

The current indicators11 only provides a crude ordinal ranking of the most frequently identified factors that 

influenced students decision to live on-campus, as cited by the thousands of on-campus student respondents. 

This post-hoc ranking does not provide an understanding how strongly these factors influenced their choice, 

or how important different factors are relative to one another. 

 

The AMS recommends that subsequent studies focus on clarifying how strongly different factors influences 

students’ decision to live on or off campus. Specific attention should be paid in examining the strength of 

affordability in determining student housing decisions, and relative importance of affordability in comparison 

to other factors. Subsequent studies should establish the financial wellbeing of respondents, in order to 

interpret the responses with more context. 

                                                                    
10 UBC SHHS, Student Housing Demand Study Comparative Analysis & Summary Report (2014), “Future Housing Plans”, 

“Different Housing and Lease Preferences”, “Preferred Housing and Lease Arrangements”, “Housing and Lease 

Arrangements of Students Wishing to Move Off Campus” pg 20-22 
11 UBC SHHS, Student Housing Demand Study Comparative Analysis & Summary Report (2014), “Table 3.12: Factors 
Influencing On-Campus Housing Choice” pg 24 and “Table 4.18: Factors Influencing Off-Campus Housing Choice” pg 37 
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3 Concluding Remarks 
The 2014 Housing Demand Study provided SHHS and the AMS with valuable information regarding student 

housing preferences and choices. However, several issues with the survey have been identified, including data 

anomalies and inconsistencies; unsatisfactory definitions of ‘affordability’ and ‘ability to pay’; as well as 

several methodology concerns about the calculation of several indicators and the timing of the study. The 

AMS recommends that the University does not add utilities cost to the cost of market rent calculations due to 

significant concerns with the methodology of the study.  

 

The AMS recommends that in future studies, UBC clarify the relative importance of factors that influence 

students’ housing choices. Specifically, future studies should focus on better establishing the financial 

wellbeing of respondents.  
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Appendix 1 
The AMS has identified the following specific data anomalies.  

 

i) The dollar per bed amounts in different ‘commuting time’ zones, as listed in tables 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5, 7.7 

found on pages 94-99. The amounts listed in the “$/bed” column have been adjusted without sufficient 

explanation. For reference, the tables as presented in the report are copied below. 
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