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ABSTRACT
The local authority private-rented housing sector regulatory work
force, often part of wider environmental health and housing service 
teams in England and Wales, has faced multiple challenges in 
recent years due to declining numbers entering and remaining in 
the profession, a rise in the number and complexity of the private- 
rented housing sector itself and austerity measures. Combined, this 
has led to a depleted workforce needing authentic, tailored, and 
appropriate training options. There has been very little research in 
this area. Therefore, an online Qualtrics survey focusing on the local 
authority private-rented housing regulatory workforce and training 
needs was developed and shared. Eighty-three completed 
responses were analyzed. Interrelated challenges were raised 
around workforce challenges. Results demonstrated challenges in 
recruitment and retention largely due to a shift in the profession 
from long term, accredited professional degrees with practice 
experience, leading to fewer Environmental Health Officers and 
Practitioners, to a range of “other staff” working in this space with 
some solutions suggested. Local authorities need to take these 
complex and interrelated issues forward with strategic plans 
around training, recruiting and retaining the workforce. Equally, 
education institutions need to work with the sector to design and 
deliver relevant flexible, accessible, and affordable training options.
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Introduction

Many professions currently face workforce challenges, and the situation has become 
critical in some areas, including for Environmental Health Officers (EHOs) who – as part 
of their wide-ranging responsibilities – deliver front line services in housing, health, and 
safety across tenures (Stewart, 1999). The links between housing, health and safety are 
well established (Institute of Health Equity [IHE], 2023) and there is compelling evidence 
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of cost-effectiveness of targeted interventions (Garrett et al., 2021). It is the growth of the 
privately rented housing sector (PRS) though that has presented challenges. The PRS is 
highly complex, presenting the greatest proportion higher risk housing hazards, including 
damp and mold, receiving much recent media attention (DLUHC, 2023; Department of 
Health and Social Care [DHSC], 2023). PRS regulation is further complicated by its niche 
markets, geographical differences, and complex intervention regimes (Stewart & Lynch,  
2018, Stewart and Moffatt, 2022a;; Lynch et al., 2023). The PRS is now England’s majority 
rental tenure, but the necessary regulatory workforce is currently insufficient in both 
number and training to help ensure that tenants receive the regulatory and allied housing 
services needed to protect and improve their health and safety (Stewart & Jeavons, 2023).

PRS regulation has been a long-term problem, as traditional degree entry programmes 
for professional and practice-based professions have found it hard to attract new stu
dents, and the environmental health profession has decreased in number for various 
reasons. This professional practice-based workforce is aging, and experienced staff are 
retiring, with a loss of “passing on” practical skills and competencies at the front line. In 
particular, for those charged with regulating the private-rented housing sector, the loss of 
experienced staff has been particularly felt in a decline in detailed knowledge of building 
construction, technology, deficiencies and the associated skills and knowledge required in 
the process of verbal and written communication in applying and enforcing the complex 
and dynamic regulatory framework that comes with experience (Stewart and Moffatt,  
2022a).

Entry into the environmental health profession has traditionally been by accredited 
degree level study, followed by professional framework requirements by the Chartered 
Institute of Environmental Health (CIEH). The new degree level apprenticeship has more 
recently provided impetus , although this is for all areas of environmental health work and 
not just housing. Current training opportunities for those seeking to work in 
Environmental Health include CIEH accredited BSc or MSc in Environmental Health or 
the BSc Apprenticeship (which starts with workplace practice). The degrees do not now 
require practice experience, but this is a requirement of registration, whereby practi
tioners must demonstrate competence via a portfolio based on practice-based experience 
and a professional interview. Each of these follows the CIEH curriculum requirements for 
housing. Some staff take the Regulatory Compliance Officer Apprenticeship route and 
focus on housing, although the number of participants and the nature of the housing 
content are unclear. Other than this, there are short non-credit bearing courses delivered 
by a range of providers and of varying rigor and these may or may not be assessed.

Surprisingly, the numbers qualifying and remaining in the housing side of the profes
sion are simply unknown. For those just wishing to work in housing, there is a relatively 
new CIEH accredited Advanced Professional Certificate in the Private-Rented Sector – but 
at the time of writing with only one provider in London (CIEH, undated) – but there are 
new proposals for a PRS specific housing apprenticeship to be called Housing Health 
Practitioner (level 5) and initial approval has been sought from the Institute for 
Apprenticeships (IfATE) although this remains in early stages of planning and it is not 
yet known when this might be available. Training needs for the PRS regulatory workforce 
are wide and varied. The workforce needs technical knowledge of construction, deficien
cies and the regulatory framework, and softer skills in communication and dealing with 
multiple scenarios ranging from distressed older private sector tenants to criminal 
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landlords, and anything in between. However, one key problem lies in “learning” the 
practice side of the job. Over a period of years this has been lost from professional training 
as traditional degree routes with embedded placements have declined, few opportunities 
have filled this gap, and austerity has meant that workforce investment has declined. 
Alongside this, practical on-site training opportunities themselves have changed, and 
new forms of synchronous and asynchronous learning have gained traction, especially 
during and since the Covid-19 pandemic (2020–2022), creating new opportunities but 
also new student expectations around course delivery in different modes.

Added to all of this, and creating additional need for PRS-focused courses, have been 
reviews of existing legislation as well as proposals for new legislation, including the 
Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) Review (ongoing). The HHSRS was 
introduced under the Housing Act 2004 to regulate hazard and risk across tenures. 
Outcomes are awaited from the DLUHC. HHSRS Review has also “flagged” training issues 
and how existing and new front-line staff will be trained with any funding offered being 
a real priority with the new HHSRS regime once it is introduced. The DLUHC Review 
recommendations for HHSRS training requirements and competency frameworks are 
broadly as follows (DLUHC, 2023):

(1) A review of Environmental Health degree programmes around module specifica
tions and requirements for practice based/experiential learning.

(2) Accredited HHSRS short courses, including an introduction to housing course 
within the wider PRS sector and inspection basics including construction, defi
ciency, and remedy.

(3) Ongoing CPD in HHSRS and development of virtual learning resources available to 
degrees and HHSRS courses and a local authority toolkit to support experiential 
learning; and

(4) Development of a competency framework for local authority consistency in under
taking and enforcing HHSRS through university or short course training providers.

At the time of writing, the Renters Rights Bill (previously known as Renters Reform) was 
progressing through the parliamentary system and will require substantial new organiza
tion and learning for those working in PRS teams to maximize its strategic effectiveness to 
address standards in the sector (DLUHC, 2023). Giving evidence to the recent House of 
Commons Committee and challenges faced in enforcement, the Chartered Institute of 
Environmental Health [CIEH] (2023) referred to the severe EHO shortage. One cause of this 
is the inconsistency of funding and succession planning for the workforce. Note that these 
are just comments on EHOs and not “other staff” also involved in regulating the private- 
rented sector, which is addressed in this paper. “Other staff” are those working in PRS 
teams, but little is known about the numbers, qualifications, and training needs of this 
group of employees (Stewart & Jeavons, 2023). In a further complication, not all EHOs are 
members of CIEH, and “other staff” may or may not hold membership, but CIEH would be 
the obvious accrediting body if new CPD options were to be included.

With so few publications available around this topic (see Stewart & Jeavons, 2023), the 
aim of this research was to develop a greater understanding of the wide PRS regulatory 
workforce in England and Wales. This develops earlier work around HHSRS enforcement 
(Battersby, 2018), noting that our paper focuses on the entire regulatory framework, not 
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just HHSRS. Chartered Institute of Environmental Health [CIEH] (2021; CIEH, undated) has 
also conducted research with a more general overview of challenges facing the general 
environmental health workforce, with some mention of housing functions, but without 
details of numbers. In this paper, we refer to PRS regulatory teams or similar teams as 
those involved in environmental health departments or other teams or individuals 
charged with regulating the PRS within local authorities (LA). We are of course aware 
that this is only part of the overall environmental health housing function, but that is 
outside the scope of this paper.

The focus of this paper is therefore to present the findings of our small-scale study to 
help support more detailed research going forward in respect of how these findings can 
be actioned to better support access into and retention in the evolving workforce and its 
changing policy practice requirements. This study is not about existing credit-bearing 
accredited Environmental Health degree or diploma programmes but is on current work
force challenges in recruitment and retention. It provides new insight into how the 
current highly differentiated workforces in local authorities might be supported by 
short, bespoke CPD courses, both for EHOs and “other staff” working in PRS teams, 
developed and delivered to suit new recruits as well as upgrading skills and knowledge. 
It does not seek to cover longer term, accredited programmes but considers how new 
training options can be captured and recognized nationally to help ensure a quality, 
competent and skilled PRS regulatory workforce going forward. This also has lessons for 
other professions and practitioners experiencing similar challenges.

Due to the very limited literature available in this area, this is a small-scale exploratory 
study to help provide some initial data to contribute to longer-term and larger scale work 
around the nature and extent of the workforce, its numbers, and appropriately planned 
and delivered training needs going forward.

Methods

Ethical clearance was granted by the University of Greenwich reference 22.5.5.26A for an 
online survey seeking to capture initial data about the nature of the PRS workforce and 
views around training needs.

An online survey for data collection was utilized due to several key advantages. Online 
surveys allow for rapid data capture and are cost-effective, which was important as we did 
not have a grant to fund this research. Additionally, online surveys can reach a broad 
audience quickly and efficiently, making them an ideal choice for our study. The cost 
savings and efficiency of online surveys also provide a strong basis for securing future 
grants to explore this topic further. However, online surveys also have some disadvan
tages. They can suffer from non-response bias and may not reach populations without 
internet access. Despite these limitations, the benefits of rapid data collection and cost 
savings made the online survey most appropriate for this study.

Qualtrics software was used to design and distribute our survey. Qualtrics offers a wide 
range of question types and advanced features such as randomization, which helped 
create a comprehensive and user-friendly survey. It was developed with open and closed 
questions and piloted, exploring perceptions of local authority PRS regulatory workforce 
and training needs questions to enable rapid capture from a potentially wide eligible 
audience. We asked questions arising from existing publications and practice knowledge 
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including around geography, nature, and extent of PRS in the locality, existing workforce 
make-up and gaps identified, issues in recruitment and retention of suitably qualified 
staff, how training needs were met and what would be helpful going forward. Before the 
main study, a pilot test was conducted to ensure the survey’s clarity and functionality. The 
pilot data was not included in the main study, and no changes were made to the survey 
based on the pilot test results.

The Qualtrics link was shared via existing contacts and social media networks to 
encourage snowballing. The survey was open for responses for a period of 4 weeks during 
August–September 2023. It was distributed via e-mail to our target audience, with 
a specific request for participants to forward the surveys to others, allowing for snowball 
sampling to increase response rate and reach a broader but relevant audience. The target 
was to gather responses from a diverse group of participants working in PRS teams to 
ensure the data’s representativeness. The survey was conducted anonymously, which has 
both advantages and disadvantages. Anonymity can encourage more honest responses, 
as participants may feel more comfortable sharing their true opinions without fear of 
identification. However, it also means multiple responses cannot be tracked from the 
same individual or identify regional or geographical response patterns, which could be 
explored in more detailed future research. Reminders were sent and the survey closed at 
the end of September 2023 when data responses were captured and downloaded.

There were some limitations to both the qualitative and quantitative aspects of this 
small-scale study, largely arising from the fact that it was attempted without grant 
support, in an attempt to provide some initial data as a basis for future research into 
this complex area. The quantitative tables help illustrate that whilst we attempted wide 
geographical coverage, we had different representation across regions, and it is acknowl
edged that this may skew the findings to some extent. With anonymity, it was also not 
possible to know whether one or multiple responses came from the same local autho
rities, or if one person completed more than one survey. However, we attempted to 
consider the size of team and workforce gaps, albeit to a limited and indicative extent. The 
question of defining and conceptualizing “other staff” was also challenging, with different 
meanings, but again this has not been the subject of earlier research. We are also aware 
that we posed these quantitative questions, providing suggestions of “answers” which 
may have introduced an element of bias, notably around areas such as nature and mode 
of course attendance, funding and content. We therefore acknowledge some over- 
simplification of quantitative data here, but this is important as a baseline for considera
tion around establishing and maintaining appropriate courses going forward.

The qualitative side of the research sought to add content, meaning, nuance and 
motivation to the above. Again, we acknowledge the possibility for some bias in questions 
but sought to be objective, open to unexpected findings and new ideas emerging. 
Overall, therefore, the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the research are limited in 
its generalizability to all local authorities but provides important initial research findings 
into this important area.

Results and discussion

We received 83 completed responses to our Qualtrics survey, and we removed any that 
were not complete. The majority of our questions were qualitative to glean insight into 
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perceptions of the current situation and possible workable suggestions going forward 
and some were quantitative to help gain some initial data as a basis for future research. 
Data were retrieved and saved into an Excel spreadsheet for using pivot table function
ality for analysis and qualitative comments were sorted thematically. We also used the 
graphs created from Qualtrics to illustrate and further understand our emerging findings. 
The overall numbers are presented, before moving onto themes arising. The graph below 
(Figure 1) demonstrates the responses received by region which we have included as 
a background finding only, which may be useful for ongoing research in this area. This is 
relevant as the limited numbers of universities and other education providers delivering 
PRS practice-specific training, and this is worthy of further research in seeking viable ways 
forward.

Overall, a range of workforce recruitment and retention issues were identified with 
a general decline in long term accredited BSc or MSc Environmental Health degrees which 
would benefit from practice placements. Current challenges in trying to source appro
priate short and cost-effective training options at convenient locations or online was also 
a key feature. Overall, this quote is indicative of what we were being told in general: 
“There is a large training gap in that we either take on inexperienced staff with little to no 
training or get barely anything. The lack of structured training and qualification make it 
difficult to recruit.”

The current crisis in recruitment has also meant that employers want to get appro
priate people in post with immediate effect and are looking for courses to enable this. 
Reiterating earlier comments, environmental health training is long term and complex, 
requiring practice experience. As we have seen, whilst desirable overall, this is a longer- 
term aspiration, and there is an urgent need to boost the workforce and plan for incoming 
new legislation. Many employers are currently looking for rapid “solutions”; however, 
these do not currently exist with the wider content/coverage needed.
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Figure 1. Responses received by region.
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Themes arising

We identified the themes manually since the written text commentary was relatively 
limited within the survey responses. We initially immersed ourselves and became familiar 
with the data by initial and re-readings of the text, noting our initial thoughts and 
reflecting on these. This provided our basis for coding of areas of interest and relevance, 
creating patterns in content which we then separated into our themes arising which 
would be representative of the data, meaningful and relevant. These are now presented 
under the following headings: Workforce challenges in staff recruitment and retention; 
The nature of workforce staffing and emerging caseloads; Gaps in training and general 
new CPD course requirements, Course content around key knowledge, competencies and 
skills; Benchmark fee for possible new CPD courses; and finally Miscellaneous comments.

Workforce challenges in staff recruitment and retention

Some of the key challenges reported were around recruiting and retaining suitably 
qualified and experienced staff. Many reported that they were no longer able to recruit 
EHOs, despite repeat job advertisements and had recruited “other staff” to their PRS 
regulatory teams. See Figures 2-8. 2 and 3 below.

In general, participants reported that austerity had contributed to the demise of the 
holistic nature of a traditional environmental health department and that housing – as 
a key environmental health function – was frequently separated out into another depart
ment. This had clear consequences for the nature of staff recruited and new arrangements 
despite what some reported as a “good salary.” The following quote represents much of 
what we were being told: The Officers in the Private Sector Housing Team in this authority 
are not Environmental Health Officers/Practitioners and we do not specifically recruit 
EHO/Ps. Our job adverts are for Private Sector Housing Officers, yet we are still struggling 
a lot to recruit new Officers. The main challenges include lack of experienced officers, job 
applicants lacking knowledge of the sector and/or transferable skills. There has also been 
a lack of interest – we have re-advertised vacant posts several times but receive few 
applications each time. The challenges faced in recruiting suitable staff to the private 
sector housing team included a lack of suitable training opportunities. This was about the 
number of universities offering suitable environmental health education but also the 

Figure 2. Numbers of EHOs in the PRS team.
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geography and accessibility. The gaps in training were an issue both for qualified EHOs 
but also for inexperienced staff who were recruited. The need for regular continued 
professional development (CPD) training was reported for staff to keep up to date with 
ongoing new requirements and the complex and growing caseloads faced. Again, some 
quotes are representative of what we were being told as follows: “There aren’t enough 
qualified staff available especially when most authorities are increasing the size of their 
teams to cope with the increasing workload and complexity of the workload.”

Figure 3. Numbers of ‘other staff’ in the PRS team.

Figure 4. How LAs might support students on courses.

Figure 5. Nature of attendance at courses.
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The nature of workforce staffing and emerging case loads

Several concerns were raised about what the current staffing situation “looked like” 
and the impact of austerity combined with a growing PRS to regulate and ongoing 
new regulations layering onto existing provisions. This compounded previous con
cerns of the lack of sustained and extensive enough training around the basics of 
building construction and deficiencies knowledge that has been in demise for 

Figure 6. The type of training courses desired.

Figure 7. LA Course content coverage requirements.

Figure 8. LA Funding options for courses.
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a number of years. This is the result of a combination of more experienced (and 
older) staff leaving employment alongside new recruits coming behind them with 
less practical experience and knowledge particularly in key skills such as commu
nication. For example, it was reported that: “Lack of understanding of the purpose 
and importance of our work. Officers need many skills; including interpreting law, 
court skills, writing legal docs, comms (written and oral) to tenants and landlords, 
surveying and building knowledge, able to write schedules of work.” This was 
flagged multiple times: “Lack of knowledge and understanding of basic building 
construction and defects. Plus, the “messiness of working in housing, the different 
advisory and legislative approaches and then we add in the emotions of tenants 
and the different motivations.”

Staff retention related to local authority structure and staff profile also pre
sented challenges to recruiting and retaining suitable staff. Part of this was down 
to the “ageing staff profile, loss of experience” but also staff moving to different 
local authorities offering preferable working conditions including career pathways. 
Many respondents also reported that they had a career structure in place that 
helped support both staff recruitment and retention and many offered in-house, 
informal “on the job” training, as there was little tailored training available or 
accessible. The following quote reflects what we were being told: Many of our 
more experienced staff are coming up to retirement age and are opting for flexible 
retirement. While we are happy to be able to retain them for a little longer in this 
way, this is increasing workload on the rest of the team as these members of staff 
are difficult to replace. For younger qualified members of staff, there is a lot of 
demand for their skills across London, meaning if we are not able to offer 
progression, they are moving on to other authorities who can. Burnout and staff 
illness is also an issue – the role is physically demanding to some degree and with 
caseloads as they are there are stress-related issues as well. It is difficult to keep 
workloads within a range that promotes staff wellbeing. Staffing and caseload were 
reported as varied. There was little clarity about numbers of PRS stock and how 
this related to numbers of staff and its make-up. Some local authorities reported 
that they employed no EHOs at all and responses were very mixed.

We asked about the “other staff” that local authorities had appointed to their 
PRS teams (or equivalent). Some respondents saw these staff as a positive: “The 
advantage of ‘other staff’ is they often come from varied backgrounds that can 
complement the work of the team.” Some local authorities had a career structure 
to accommodate levels of experience but there was an emphasis on training their 
own in the absence of anything more concrete available. Those LAs who had been 
more flexible in their recruitment of “other staff” reported that they had looked for 
a range of qualifications, knowledge and experience, but also skills in team work
ing and innovative attitude. This quote is representative of much of what we were 
being told: “Enforcement experience, legal experience, surveying/building or tech
nical knowledge or experience. We do not necessarily demand particular qualifica
tions.” Some added comments demonstrating and revealing the changing nature 
of the PRS and the criminal element that features in places (Stewart and Moffatt,  
2022b) and looked for “police experience.”
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Gaps in training and general new course requirements

Our findings suggested that a gap had emerged between EHO and other staff appointed 
and that there were insufficient training opportunities to recognize this. This was not 
helped by the lack of certainty in how this might be addressed. When asked about the 
number of vacancies in PRS teams, this ranged from “none” to several. It was clear that 
some local authorities were able to recruit and retain suitable staff – although it was not 
always clear why – but others were not. Some reported that they have several vacancies 
and one reported as many as 11 vacancies including EHOs and other staff. We calculated 
our figures through the analysis of the variety of quantitative and qualitative responses to 
Question 17, which asked how many vacancies the LA had in their team. We sorted the 
values numerically in Excel to identify the largest number of vacancies although a degree 
of visual analysis was required as the way the responses were formatted was inconsistent. 
It was observed that the numbers of vacancies were proportionate to the size of the 
overall team. We calculated that: The highest numbers of vacancies were reported by 
Local Authorities (LAs) employing between 6 and more than 10 EHOs and more than 10 
other staff; smaller LAs (2–5 EHOs) had vacancies ranging between 0 and 10; and the 
smallest LAs (1 EHO) had vacancies ranging between 0 and 3.

Responses to the barriers to attending shorter courses were varied. Some reported that 
they were not aware of available courses or that London (at the time of writing the only 
place offering credit bearing housing specific courses) was too far to travel to. There were 
also problems in funding. However, the primary comment was that: “There is a lack of 
useful courses.” Overall, not many had attended the available housing specific credit 
bearing courses available, but those that had recognized the many advantages to both 
the individual and the wider team. Whilst it was challenging to lose frontline staff whist 
they attended training, the benefits were seen to outweigh this in the longer term: “In the 
short term it has had an impact on the capacity of the team, but it has made officers more 
confident and able to make decisions,” it was “Good for staff development and retention.” 
It was seen to “definitely support . . . development and the team and ought to be more 
widely available.”

We asked what course offers participants would like to see. The graph below indicates 
responses, from options of CIEH accredited only, CPD that is credit bearing (i.e., university 
rating recognized nationally) and/or CPD non-credit bearing (no specific credit bearing, 
not necessarily recognized). As can be seen we received a range of responses in our 
survey. Not all wished to see CIEH accredited courses, and it needs to be remembered that 
not all EHOs are CIEH members and that “other staff” may or may not be CIEH members. 
Some universities or other training providers may or may not deliver new CIEH accredited 
courses, so there is much variation of provision here. There is a risk of courses being 
developed that may not be suitable, as employers seek training opportunities that they 
are able to fund. There is therefore a need to establish a form of quality benchmark and 
competency framework, and further work is required in this area.

Asking about the nature, length, and location of short courses, we again received 
mixed responses. We asked if local authorities would support students on short intro
ductory courses e.g. 1 day, 5 days as a block, 5 days over 5 weeks. We asked if local 
authorities would be prepared to send staff to London (University of Greenwich) for 
a residential style course and options around this, for example: 2–3 days, then complete 
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the course virtually; 2–3 days then complete the course virtually with tailored tuition. 
Finally, we asked if local authorities would like to see students lead their own study, 
submitting – for example – a portfolio detailing a range of knowledge, skills, and 
competencies for assessment. The results are shown in the table below.

Course content around key knowledge, competencies and skills

Course content was also an important consideration. Without sufficient numbers on 
longer term, accredited courses we wanted to better understand what local authority 
employers were looking for. As can be seen, most were looking for coverage of a range of 
issues for their staff. This suggests that any short courses would need to be either very 
short, with specific coverage and building toward something more substantial, or “mid- 
length” over a period of days, again with clarity over content and expectations. Some felt 
that “HHSRS is already available as a separate course so wouldn’t necessarily expect to see 
this as a large component.” There is a tension between longer term training and short- 
term fixes.

We presented a table of tick options which is presented below. Local authorities were 
looking for knowledge, skills, and competencies to reflect those of more formal longer 
term degree training. Any course including all points indicated by employers would prove 
challenging to include into shorter courses but does at least help provide an indication of 
what employers would like to see.

Participants also added further commentary to this, thus enriching what we were being 
told from the numeric data. There was an emphasis on understanding practice processes 
and comments such as: “Virtual/PowerPoint sessions do not usually hit the mark.” 
Participants listed and added to the reasons they would like to see certain coverage, 
including around housing and health and more holistic working, but also confidence and 
a wider understanding and appreciation of tenants’ experience including for example, 
“tenancy laws.”

Many commented on the longer-term loss of practical knowledge of property con
struction, and this was high on the agenda: “Building construction and technology 
courses/training are nigh on impossible to find as stand-alone short courses as part of on- 
the-job training for a reasonable cost.” Also: “Basic building Construction and Defects 
Ability to analyse/problem solve and work out specify tailored approaches rather than 
simply apply a standard paragraph from a standard schedule. Ability to empathise with 
tenants whilst seeing though to the real issues.”

Overall, this comment is key to what we were being told: “(We are) looking for 
a module that develops confidence in collecting evidence; identifying disrepair and 
remedies to making enforcement decisions to preparing notices and prosecution files” 
and “competency from inspection right through to enforcement and prosecution pre
paration.” We received more detailed suggestions around many elements making this up. 
Following construction and technology came identifying deficiencies and potential reme
dies with recommendations for practice-based examples.

Next came application of the regulatory framework and the decision-making 
process including aspects such as writing reports. HHSRS was flagged multiple 
times (for example “The biggest challenge for staff is assessing HHSRS hazards 
and also determining the most appropriate type of intervention”) but other 
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intervention options under separate legislation were also raised. The lack of prac
tice experience came through and there were calls for “A good understanding of 
how the HHSRS in particular works, so that they have the confidence to enable 
them to try things on their own and with support from senior officers, and also to 
challenge/question organizational processes or decisions if appropriate (as this not 
only promotes learning and understanding but also ensures we’re following best/ 
correct practise).”

Participants requested content including: “Identifying appropriate legislation, 
interpreting it properly and putting it into practice” and including: “Evidential 
procedures, decision making (best course of action), best practice in serving formal 
notices and keeping track of them” and this included “ability to draft letters and 
notices with skill,” including basics such as “Understanding how to serve enforce
ment notices.” Whilst reference was made to HHSRS application and determining 
most appropriate course of action, many respondents requested that wider legal 
options were considered. Some issues were particularly flagged around fire safety 
and Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMO) Management Regulations as well as 
energy performance, Domestic Minimum Energy Efficiency Scheme (MEES) and 
dealing with structural and behavioral aspects of damp and mold. There were 
also calls for sharing “good practices across the sector, where to find valuable 
information/stated cases etc.”

Another area where additional training need was noted was around following 
up on noncompliance with notices and options around enforcement and successful 
remedy, including negotiation skills and managing tenant expectations. This was 
around both civil and criminal remedy and works in default. For example, one 
participant said: “Court Room skills/giving evidence/PACE etc. Ability to understand 
the application of relevant legislation, ability to negotiate and know when enforce
ment is appropriate, conflict resolution” and civil penalties processes were men
tioned multiple times as well as the need for “understanding enforcement options 
and overcoming the fear of being challenged on use of these.” Another said 
courses should cover: “Prosecution in tribunal and court – preparing evidence 
bundles, cross examination, greater multiagency working, civil penalties, banning 
orders and investigating breaches of banning orders.” Another said: “in depth 
training understand court/Residential Property Tribunal (RPT) processes from start 
to finish and include threshold for evidence/public interest.”

The ’timing’ of such proposed courses was also important, with a bearing on when 
and how local authorities may be able to recruit suitable new people as “other staff” 
showing potential in this specific area of work. This employer, for example, was 
prepared to be flexible and offer practice and developmental experience: For me, 
the issue is getting in staff and then being able to give them suitable practical training 
on PRS to inspect, write SoW (Schemes of Work), rate hazards and enforce issues both 
in PRS and HMO. I am happy to take on inexperienced people where there is a suitable 
course to send them on. I would argue a course covering 6–9 months with weekly 
lectures and workshops is really what is needed as a more in-depth training pro
gramme. Similar to the IOA (Institute of Acoustics) diploma in acoustics. Therefore, 
priority should cover building defects and their analysis coupled with hazard prior
itization. We can teach officers how to interact with landlords . . .
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Benchmark fee for possible new CPD courses

Many respondents struggled to find an answer about the “benchmark” fee their local 
authority may be able to support for a five-day course on PRS regulation. There were 
a variety of answers to this question, ranging from “no idea sorry” to “Not sure” or 
“Difficult to know what a comparator would be” and this is surely indicative of the fact 
that with so few PRS regulatory course options available, it is hard to establish a viable 
course fee. Many responded with uncertainty due “current financial constraints.” Other 
responses were entirely negative, for example: “Any external fees are prohibitive at the 
moment, if they are too high, we would be unable to send anyone regardless of how 
exceptional the learning,” thus demonstrating the severe financial constraints facing 
many local authorities. This is clearly a problem and employer investment in training 
proves difficult in times of austerity.

Some had little idea of the cost of course set up and cost of running at a suitable 
(university) venue although others had a more realistic idea for example: “no more than 
£2000 per delegate.” Although another commented: “I would say around £1000 - £1250 
for 5 days which is comparable to (Building Control) training.” Responses were highly 
varied, [possibly because some local authorities funded courses through income gener
ated via enforcement mechanisms, including using Civil Penalty Notice income or from 
Licensing schemes. One commented that: “income to pay for training opportunities like 
these that will help us run our schemes better.” However, it was clear that others were 
struggling to fund training opportunities.

There were some misconceptions about the set-up and running costs to universities 
and other providers, and many respondents focused on the costs at the delivery point 
only. Local authorities saw the cost as theirs only, not the providers. The following 
comments therefore are representative of some of the commentary we received, from 
the perspective of the employers, which only takes the delivery (and not development) 
costs into account, for example: “£500 dependant on how the course is delivered. If virtual 
the costs could be halved. If in person, the location of the course should also be 
considered in terms of travel costs and accommodation, which would determine if the 
LA could afford to send all staff.”

The perceived lower cost of virtual courses was raised several times with an assumption 
that these would prove less expensive in delivery but also in geography, with travel and 
accommodation costs also highlighted as an issue for many. This following comment is 
indicative of what we were being told: “Training budgets are very tight. Cost would spend 
on if travel cost would be required. Also please don’t make it London centric. Those in the 
southwest find it hard to get to. If remote £600.” Another said: “Depends on where course 
is held – onsite at council officers or elsewhere max would suggest is circa £750.”

Virtual learning is worthy of additional commentary here. Whilst the Covid-19 pan
demic provided impetus to accessible information-giving type courses, it is not necessa
rily suited to training practitioners unless delivered interactively, comprehensively, and 
effectively. Whilst striving for accessibility and affordability, effective virtual learning that 
is of similar quality to traditional face-to-face delivery requires major initial and ongoing 
investment. There is therefore some tension between what employers might be seeking 
in rapid roll out of training and what universities or other providers can offer in bespoke, 
tailored short course options and “cost saving” from LAs around travel and 

14 J. STEWART ET AL.



accommodation rather than the course fee itself. It is recognized that there are concerns 
about providing shorter CPD courses, but with ongoing recruitment and retention pro
blems, these may be one option going forward as part of a longer-term package of 
training options.

Other options around “affordability” and viability were included the following com
ments are representative of what we were being told: “. . . To limit costs instead of the 
attendees e.g., staying in London for 5 days, the trainer could be based for 5 days at 
a specific local authority and the course offered to that local authority and neighbouring 
authorities – the costs to run the course will be spread across those authorities attending.” 
Another commented: “Difficult to say – likely less than £1000; but also, a 5-day course 
would like the ability to hold more locally so officers from several local authorities could 
attend without the expense of travelling into London. Factoring in that many staff are part 
time or have young families and it is difficult to allow for that in a regular trip into 
London.” These costs would also depend on the willingness of the trainers either to travel 
or deliver the content but also their qualification is doing so.

Asked if the respondent’s local authority would be able to deliver any training with 
a benefit involved such as a “free” place to their student, some commented very positively 
as “Yes” but others were a definite “No.” It was suggested that the “host” LA could benefit 
from subsidized places. Other comments were generally along these lines: “Not at present 
due to demand on services and running 3 vacancies.” Some were, however, a little more 
positive about this. The following is an example: “Possibly able to deliver experience in 
some areas or support/facilitate discussions or local groups completing case studies or 
other work after the intensive classroom phase.” There were, however, no guarantees, for 
example, “depends on timing” but some interest was shown, such as “Potentially, we have 
two very experienced officers who may be amenable, plus one manager who has 
extensive experience in preparing legal cases (former solicitor). We also have some 
younger members of staff who could provide training on HMO licensing potentially.” 
Another said: “I would be willing to give training sessions as a trade off if there was an 
opportunity to give a student a free place. I would also be willing to consider offering 
students a week shadowing one of my officers giving them essential experience within 
the housing service environment.” Another very important comment to note was: “Yes, 
however no formal teaching qualification.”

What came across strongly was the need for the courses to be focused as local 
authorities had tried to find alternatives that did not necessarily provide what was 
needed. For example: We have been looking for a local part-time qualification for some 
time now, but nothing is available. We would welcome new provision and would be 
interested. If course was far away would welcome virtual option to reduce traveling.” 
Others commented: “£1500 if face to face and if the student came out with skills so that 
they can competently assess a PRS property etc and understand how to apply the 
Housing Act 2004 law. Group teaching and virtual discounts could be applied” and 
“Depends on the content, we have recently offered some officers the TEC level 7 training 
in investigation offered by (a non-accredited private sector provider) about £2000 per 
candidate 8 days virtual plus assignments and certification.

Some favored a more intensive course offering more holistic skills and recalled their 
own post-qualification training experiences: £1,000–£2,000 maybe? It is the travel and 
accommodation costs that would add to the training costs though I fear. Keep these low 
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by hosting at a university with its own accommodation during summer holidays perhaps? 
When I was a surveyor for EHS we had 5-day residential courses at (a specified University). 
Excellent “classroom” training. Then various types of property inspection in the field, 
HHSRS scoring, then benchmarking of HHSRS scoring across the group. These were 
experienced property surveyors and EHOs, etc, but similar format with practical inspec
tions would be ideal format, this is what newer qualified and unqualified staff are weak on 
inspection methodology.

There were a variety of answers and reasons, suggesting a range of offers delivered at 
a different venue would be helpful, but this obviously depends on another whole set of 
factors and without guarantees for the training providers.

Other comments

As we have seen, there is a divide between long courses for qualifying EHOs and 
a miscellany of options for “other staff.” The “new” accredited CIEH course is now 
available, and the CIEH is currently moving forward with a Housing Practitioner 
Apprenticeship trailblazer. There is currently no guarantee that this will be adopted, or 
that providers will be available, or that students will enroll or complete the programme 
(CIEH undated). Whatever happens, there will be a need for “recognised” if not formally 
“accredited” focused short courses that can be rolled out with relative rapidity to help 
secure and retain the current PRS regulatory workforce. There is also a need for the 
competency framework recommended in the HHSRS Review (DLUHC, 2023) to be com
prehensive enough to factor other “new” short courses into, for ongoing development 
and learning. As one respondent said: “We desperately need options to enable PSH officer 
training given the national shortage of EHOs” and another: “PRS workforce does feel like 
an underdeveloped area nationally.” There is a clear need to top up training for the 
existing workforce balanced with new option for other staff, delivered in a way that does 
not perpetuate silo thinking.

A desire emerged for specific PRS regulatory workforce training. For example: “Short 
accredited courses purely aimed at private-rented enforcement officers would be a God 
send at a reasonable price. If these could be offered as part of in-employment training 
(with perhaps a caveat for the student/officer to remain at that workplace for a time 
period so that mentoring does not go unrewarded!) that may be considered by the 
authority due to this LA struggling to retain staff currently.” There was evidence that 
LAs were looking for courses that “other staff” could complete to reflect the competencies 
and skills for investigating PRS cases that would be broadly equivalent to an EHO without 
these colleagues having to complete full EHO training.

When questioned in the survey, not everyone was happy about the idea of a 5-day 
course. It is worth pointing out that this could replicate what many Environmental Health 
degrees provide in housing specific content but, this fails to provide the wider degree 
knowledge, skills and competencies also being developed. Some therefore commented 
on PRS Regulatory short courses: “Isn’t this what the universities delivery via EH courses? 
Could the private sector module be offered as stand-alone qualification?” This is 
a possibility, but to date as far as is known no one that has wider uptake enabling 
“Associate Students” or equivalent to attend these modules. Here there is a need for 
discussion with universities about what such new qualifications might look like.
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It was not surprising to receive comments such as the following: “I am very worried that 
a 5-day course is not sufficient. I think we should be trying to keep a professional status for 
those doing PRS work and the only way to do this is by having a certified/accredited 
course. Long enough to provide an academic grounding to those without previous EH 
qualifications (and maybe experience).” In addition: “I believe that a 5-day course may 
cover some basics. What is needed are more courses similar to the (new Diploma). The EH 
degree covers such a wide range of topics over so many years, but the option to just cover 
the housing modules and gain a qualification would be very welcome.”

Conclusions

PRS workforce challenges arise from several interrelated causes, austerity causing chal
lenges in long terms planning but also the lack of people entering the environmental 
health profession through accredited degree pathways. Over a period of years, this has 
led to an aging workforce and a decline in practice-based placements, with a loss of key 
technical knowledge around construction, deficiencies and remedy as well as lost oppor
tunities to learn key verbal and written communication skills required in dealing with 
a range of people in often complex scenarios. The situation has become further com
pounded by a growing private-rented sector and a rapidly moving regulatory framework.

Overall, our study has some limitations in its generalizability to all local authorities, but 
provides important initial research findings and recommendations into addressing the 
challenging workforce training options in viable ways to start to address immediate 
needs. This study also provides findings that are an important a basis for further research 
in the longer term.

A range of responses emerged and whilst some local authorities have been able to 
recruit and retain staff, others have not, and for a range of reasons. There was overall 
agreement that long-term academic training supported by good practice experience was 
the best option. However, the reality following the period of austerity and the current 
economic crisis has meant that LAs struggles to recruit and retain experiences staff who 
can pass on their knowledge and skills. As such we have now entered a time of new needs 
in training to start to bolster and then rebuild the PRS regulatory workforce. Short and 
flexible courses present substantial opportunities for rapid roll out of courses, with 
a longer-term view of setting these within the CIEH a skills and competencies framework, 
which would require further consideration to accommodate short courses.

Our findings suggest that there is some way to go in responding to immediate training 
needs, but also in the longer term. New short CPD courses need to be developed with a view 
to professional accreditation and consideration of inclusion in a new bespoke competency 
framework for those working in PRS teams, yet to be developed, so that the emerging 
workforce can be properly recognized and rewarded. This would align DLUHC Review 
recommendations for HHSRS training requirements and competency frameworks and help 
the sector move forward with appropriate training opportunities, recruitment and retention 
going forward. This paper has provided a starting point to help inform future progress in this 
challenging area. Local authorities need to take these complex and interrelated issues forward 
with strategic plans on their private sector housing regulatory workforce. Equally, education 
institutions need to work with the sector to design and deliver relevant and accessible training 
at a range of levels. Finally, it would be helpful to progress this work in the context of existing 
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professional frameworks to help provide a dynamic, flexible way forward for a sustainable PRS 
workforce.
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