Private Student Halls vs Shared Houses: Which
Offers Better Value?

Choosing where to live during university is one of the biggest decisions a student makes. The
two most common options are private purpose-built student accommodation (often called
PBSA or private halls) and shared houses in the private rented sector. Each has its own
strengths, and the right choice depends on what matters most to you. This article compares
the two across several practical dimensions, helping you weigh the trade-offs and decide
which arrangement suits your priorities.

Upfront Costs and Financial Predictability

Private halls typically quote an all-inclusive weekly rent that covers utilities, internet, and
contents insurance. This makes budgeting straightforward: one payment covers almost
everything. You know exactly what you will spend each week, with few surprises. Shared
houses, by contrast, usually have a lower headline rent, but you must budget separately for gas,
electricity, water, broadband, and council tax. These bills can fluctuate, especially in winter
when heating costs rise. You also need to set up accounts, split payments with housemates,
and agree on a fair way to divide shared costs. This can create friction if housemates pay late
or use more than their share of energy.
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Deposits differ too. Private halls may ask for a deposit equivalent to several weeks’ rent, but
they often protect it in a government-approved scheme and return it promptly if there is no
damage. Shared houses also require a deposit, usually five or six weeks’ rent, but the process
of getting it back can be slower and less certain. Disputes over cleaning, wear and tear, or
unpaid bills can delay repayment. For students on a tight budget, the clarity of private halls can
be reassuring, while the lower headline rent of a shared house may appeal if you are willing to
manage bills carefully.

Contract Length and Flexibility

Most private halls offer fixed-term tenancies of 44 or 51 weeks, covering the full academic year
including summer. This is convenient if you need accommodation until late July or August, but
it can feel wasteful if you go home for the summer and pay for an empty room. Some halls now
offer shorter contracts, but these are less common. Shared houses usually run on 12-month
tenancies, often starting in July or August. You might end up paying rent over the summer
when you are not living there, though some students sublet their room (check your tenancy
agreement first).
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If your plans change, private halls may offer a contract release or a replacement tenant service,
but this varies. In a shared house, finding a replacement tenant is usually your responsibility,
and your housemates may have a say in who moves in. The flexibility you need depends on
whether you stay in the city during holidays and how certain you are about your plans for next
year.

Social Life and Privacy

Private halls are designed around communal living. They often have common rooms, study
spaces, cinema rooms, and social events organised by the management. This makes it easy to
meet people, especially in first year. You live alongside dozens or hundreds of other students,
and the building can feel lively. However, noise from neighbours, thin walls, and shared
corridors can reduce privacy. Shared houses offer a different dynamic. You live with a small
group, typically three to six people, and you share a kitchen and living area. This can create a
close-knit household, but personality clashes can make the atmosphere uncomfortable.
Privacy is generally better in a house: you have your own room, and you can choose how much
to socialise with housemates. If you value quiet study time, a house may suit you better. If you
want a built-in social network, private halls can be the stronger option.

Location and Commute



Private halls are often located close to university campuses or city centres. This can save time
and money on travel, and it places you near shops, bars, and transport links. The trade-off is
that city-centre locations tend to be noisier and more expensive per square foot. Shared
houses are available in a wider range of neighbourhoods, including quieter residential areas
further from campus. You may find more space for the same rent, but you will need to factor in
the cost and time of commuting. A longer walk, bus ride, or bike journey each day adds up over
a semester. Some students prefer the separation between university and home that a house in
a residential area provides, while others want to be in the thick of things.

Quality of Accommodation and Maintenance

Private halls are purpose-built and usually modern. They come with a high standard of fixtures,
reliable heating, good insulation, and decent furniture. Maintenance is handled by the
management team, and repairs are typically dealt with quickly. If something breaks, you report
it and someone fixes it. The downside is that you cannot personalise your room much; painting
walls or putting up shelves is usually forbidden. Shared houses vary enormously in quality.
Some are well-maintained and recently updated, while others are old, draughty, and poorly
insulated. The furniture may be mismatched or worn. Maintenance depends on the landlord.
Some landlords respond promptly, but others are slow or reluctant to spend money. As a
tenant, you have legal rights, but chasing repairs can be frustrating.

Before signing a contract for a shared house, view the property in person. Check for damp,
check the boiler, and ask about the energy performance certificate. Talk to current tenants if
you can. In private halls, you can usually see a show room or take a virtual tour, and the
standards are more consistent across the building.



Support and Safety

Private halls typically have staff on site or on call, including security, reception, and
maintenance teams. Many have secure entry systems, CCTV, and fire safety measures. This
can feel reassuring, especially for first-year students living away from home for the first time.
Shared houses do not have on-site staff. You rely on your housemates and your own judgment
for safety. Locks, smoke alarms, and carbon monoxide detectors should be checked by the
landlord, but it is worth confirming they are in place and working. If you have a problem at
night, there is no reception desk to call. Some students prefer the independence, while others
value the support network that halls provide.

Making the Decision

There is no single right answer. Private halls suit students who want predictable costs, a social
environment, and minimal hassle with bills and maintenance. They are a strong choice for first-
year students and for those who value convenience and support. Shared houses suit students
who want more space, more privacy, and potentially lower rent, and who are prepared to
manage bills, deal with landlords, and navigate a less structured living situation. They often
suit second-year and final-year students who already have a friendship group and want more
independence.



When comparing options, think about your budget, your tolerance for uncertainty, and how you
like to live and study. If you are considering private halls, a platform like Hallbookers, Student
Accommodation UK can help you search across different cities and compare what is available.
For shared houses, look at property portals and university accommodation services, and
always view the property and read the tenancy agreement before signing.

One way to start your search is to use a service such as hallbookers.co.uk, which lists private

purpose-built student accommodation across UK university cities. It allows you to filter by
location, price, and features, so you can see what is on offer without visiting each provider
separately. The other option is to browse shared houses on letting agent websites or through
university noticeboards. Whichever route you take, give yourself time to research and compare.
A decision made in a hurry can lead to a year of regret.

Ultimately, value is not just about the lowest rent. It is about what you get for your money:
convenience, location, space, social life, and peace of mind. Private halls and shared houses
offer different trade-offs. Understanding those trade-offs, and being honest about what you
want, will help you choose the option that works best for your student years. Hallbookers,
Student Accommodation UK is one resource that can make the process of finding private halls
more manageable, but the final choice rests on your own priorities and circumstances.
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