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INTRODUCTION
Conventional wisdom suggests that property markets slow
down in light of an upcoming general election. General
elections are uncertain, and the property market doesn’t like
uncertainty. However, we have found that property markets
are, in fact, pretty resilient when faced with an election, with
very little change to overall behaviour.

It is widely believed that the uncertainty

There is little evidence, for example, that

surrounding an election has a negative impact

consumer sentiment is adversely affected

on investment, leasing and development

by general elections. In four of the last seven

activity. This is because there is a risk that

general elections, consumer sentiment was

post-election, the new or re-elected governing

rising immediately prior to the general

party could introduce a raft of new policies

election date, and that includes the two

that will materially affect the property market.

elections (1992 and 2010) when the outcome
was arguably least certain (see Figure 1).

However, we show in this second edition of
Uncertainty Unscrambled that there is little,

In the following sections of this report we

if any, evidence of UK general elections

highlight a range of statistics which show

impacting on investment, occupier and

that the uncertainty faced by markets often

developer confidence in the period immediately

has fewer actual economic effects than is

beforehand. The lack of any impact reflects the

commonly thought, even when comparing

fact that manifesto policies affecting property

individual quarters in the immediate run-up

are typically highly general in nature. Even

to the vote. From this analysis we conclude

where they are specific, policies take time

that general elections have nothing like the

tobe implemented, can change radically over

impact on property decisions that some claim;

time and may never be successfully

our message is to keep calm and carry on.

implemented at all. As a result the period
around an election may not be significantly

None of our analysis should be taken to imply

more risky than other times during the

that the outcome of the 2017 general election

political cycle.

will have no impact on property investment
or occupation decisions, or that politics is

Elections are closely watched, but they are not

impotent. But party manifestos are inevitably

watched as closely as the factors which make

painted with such a broad brush that the

the UK fundamentally a good place to invest

market is not likely to have much more

in the long term, no matter who is in power:

information about property impacts in the

the stability of the fiscal policy framework,

days following an election than in the days

the openness of the economy to trade and

preceding it. Thus, we argue that the property

investment, the flexibility of the labour market,

market views the election itself as much less

and the credibility of its legal and financial

important than both the wider economic

institutions. Politicians understand full well

context and the individual policy decisions

that they tamper with these factors at their

announced by governments once they are

peril. And the property industry understands

actually in power.

that, in general, these factors cannot usually
be changed overnight.
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Figure 1: UK economic sentiment 1985-2016
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THE IMPACT ON OFFICE
LEASING IN CENTRAL LONDON
Take-up in general election quarters has tended to be weaker
than average. However, more often than not, what drives
the leasing market in Central London is the strength of the
economy and general elections seemingly have little impact
upon GDP growth.
Every general election in recent years has

From 2014 to 2016, the office occupier market

occurred in the second quarter of the year.

in Central London was extremely strong, with

This tends to be the weakest quarter in terms

take-up at its highest levels since 2006. While

of Central London leasing. This reflects a

the leasing market in Central London has been

number of seasonal factors; for example,

a little weaker recently, there is a continued

quarter two has more bank holidays than any

high level of demand from businesses willing

other quarter in the year. However, while

and able to commit to large amounts of office

leasing in the second quarter is normally

space on relatively long leases. This indicates

around 5% weaker than average, in general

the strength of occupier confidence in London

election years it is around 12% weaker. This

over the next five years, which the general

suggests that a general election marginally

election looks unlikely in itself to change.

softens the leasing market. However, the
difference between the two is minimal and
given that the completion of a leasing deal
takes a relatively long period of time, quarterly
take-up may not be a true barometer of
business confidence at that point in time.
The most significant driver of the commercial
property market is the general economy, with
periods of strong economic growth coinciding
with periods of strong office take-up. Thus if
the general election was to have an impact on
leasing it would need to affect GDP. However,
Figure 2 shows that the correlation between
GDP growth and timing of general elections
is almost non-existent, with GDP tending to
continue on its trajectory during election time.

© CBRE Research 2017

The correlation
between GDP
growth and
general elections
is almost
non-existent.
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Figure 2: Central London take-up vs UK GDP growth
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There is no evidence that general elections cause a slowdown
in the Central London office investment market.
Analysing the effects of general elections

affect the macro economy, the relatively centrist

on the Central London investment market

nature of UK politics means there is little

is problematic largely because investment

difference between the underlying economic

transactions tend to be rather volatile.

policies across the major parties.

Investment transactions tend to be relatively

To date, and other than Brexit in general, there

weak in the first quarter of the year,

have been no major policy announcements

so increases in transactions in second

which are specific enough to impact upon

quarters are the norm. This pattern generally

the holding of commercial real estate for

holds for general election years. However,

investment purposes.

in two of the last six general elections
investment transactions were lower than

Demand for office investments in Central

in the preceding quarter. It is difficult to

London is currently high, especially from

ascribe this effect to election uncertainty

international investors. So the strength of the

because the two elections concerned (2001

Central London investment market in the first

and 2005) were arguably more certain and

half of 2017 will be driven by the availability

involved less change than others.

of stock. If total investment volumes in
Central London are low in the run up to the

This partly reflects the international nature

general election, the cause will be a lack of

of the investment market. While a change

available investment stock rather than weak

in government may lead to new policies that

investor sentiment.

Figure 3: Central London capital transactions vs general elections
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THE IMPACT ON
THE RESIDENTIAL MARKET
The political landscape can clearly have a profound impact
on the housing market through taxation and planning policy.
Despite this, we have found there is no significant impact on
the mainstream market in pre- and post-election periods.

Our analysis shows there is no discernible

Any effect on the market will, of course,

impact on either the mortgage market or

depend on the extent of housing related

house prices in the three months either side

proposals in the election manifestos. For

of a UK general election. This is because

example, in the run up to the 2015 election

manifestos do not typically include policies

both the Labour Party and the Liberal

likely to make a substantial difference to

Democrat Party announced they would

homebuyers. We expect this trend to be

introduce an annual tax on properties

replicated in the run up to 2017’s election,

above £2m if successful. As a result, there

with the mainstream market seeing

was a definite hiatus in sales in this high

little effect.

price bracket; CBRE sales doubled after
the election, reflecting the muted

However, high net worth and overseas

pre-election period.

investors have a slightly different approach;
these buyers typically hold property as part

At the time of writing, we do not have

of a wider investment portfolio. Given this

sight of the parties’ manifestos. However,

motivation, they are more concerned with

with Brexit a large focus of this election,

asset performance which can be affected by

there is likely to be little room for any

political policy. As a result, we can see a slight

substantial housing surprises for investors.

hiatus in activity from high net worth and

We will review the situation when the

overseas investors in the period shortly

manifestos are released.

before an election.
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For the majority
of house buyers
in the UK
the political
cycle and
electioneering
is irrelevant.
They are buying
a home,
somewhere
to live, and this
motivation
remains
regardless of the
colour of
the political
landscape.
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Figure 4: House prices and mortgage approvals, three months either side of the last five general elections
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THE IMPACT ON
PLANNING DECISIONS
Decisions on planning applications do not noticeably slow
down in pre-election periods, even when looking only at
major planning applications. Where decisions are delayed
by councils, this is not a product of uncertainty, but a
cause of it – but these delays are so rare that they make no
difference to the overall statistics.
Turning to decisions made by local authorities

It is often argued, of course, that unpopular

on planning applications, we find that there

planning decisions are delayed in the run-up

was no obvious slowdown in the speed of

to a general election. But this behaviour is

planning decisions in the run up to either the

not a function of uncertainty about the result;

2010 or 2015 general elections. The percentage

it is rather an entirely predictable attempt to

of decisions made by the target deadline both

influence the result. The result is delay to the

before and after the election was extremely

development pipeline, but many developers

stable. Even for major applications, which

facing that problem will have already have

might be considered to be the most

anticipated it, and it does not necessarily

controversial, there was little change,

change the decision that is eventually made.

with around 70% of decisions on major

In the slightly longer term, therefore, we

applications being made within the 13 week

suggest that any disruption that an election

deadline for most of the three years before

itself causes is quickly mended afterwards.

the 2010 general election. And performance

And in any case, there is at least an in-principle

for all types of applications improved prior

counterargument that as many decisions are

to the 2015 election.

brought forward as are delayed in order to

There was
no obvious
slowdown in
the speed of
planning
decisions in the
run up to the
2010 general
election.

‘get them out of the way’ before political
The decline in timeliness implied by the chart

campaigning begins in earnest.

after the 2010 general election can perhaps be
attributed to a reduction in local government
budgets after the coalition came to power, but

Figure 5: Percentage of planning decisions made within target
timescales, 2008-2016
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