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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise with a 
mission to improve the quality and equality of everyday 
places by building the public sector’s capacity for 
proactive planning.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This resource 
is one of the outputs of this programme.
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ASSESSING VIABILITY  
How can authorities improve their capacity to 
assess development viability? 
 
 
This Practice Note seeks to improve the understanding of 
viability assessments (VAs) so that local authorities might 
better use them to secure public benefit from future 
development. Produced as part of placements through Public 
Practice as officers at the London Boroughs of Enfield and 
Sutton, it aims to address gaps in the understanding and 
perception of development VAs by Authority officers, 
Councillors and communities. Good comprehension of VAs 
and confidence to challenge their assumptions and outputs will 
improve ability of Authorities to secure public benefits from 
future development. 
 
Viability Assessments provide a way of making an informed 
guess as to the future financial outcomes of planned 
development. The technical nature and wide range of ways of 
calculating and presenting information can create complexity 
and opaqueness which impedes confidence to adequately 
interrogate VAs. It has become possible therefore to present 
outputs in favour of developer profit to the detriment of public 
benefit. A recent RTPI publication finds that, ‘the skills to 
successfully negotiate with private developers over viability 
and S106 contributions remain challenging for some local 
authorities to maintain.1 In 2020 the GLA also found 
development economics, viability and finance to be a key 
specialism where Authorities lack capacity.2 
 
CONTEXT 
Viability assessment is a process of assessing whether a site 
is financially viable, by looking at whether the value generated 
by a development is more than the cost of developing it.3 Used 
as tool in the development of the built environment they will 
guide a developer in whether a development will make more 
money than what was spent on construction (including 
planning obligations and land) and maintenance. A positive 
assessment gives the developer confidence that the 
development is a good investment and won’t be loss-making 
over its lifetime. VAs are also used to inform developers 
decisions on aspects as varied as build quality, scope of 
works, the amount of affordable housing achievable, and land 
purchase prices. 
 
 
1  RTPI, 2019 
2  Greater London Authority, Placeshaping Capacity Survey 2020 
3  UK Government, National Planning Guidance, Viability 

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2020_placeshaping_capacity_survey.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/viability#standardised-inputs-to-viability-assessment


  

PN0026/AssessingViability 2 

VAs may be used by Authorities to inform planning decisions 
and associated negotiation of Planning Obligations. National 
policy currently sets out that the weight to be given to a viability 
assessment, among other considerations, is a matter for the 
decision maker.4 Furthermore, Authorities should have policies 
setting out the expectations of contributions towards affordable 
housing. Though VAs may be submitted as justification for not 
achieving full policy compliance through Planning Obligations it 
is possible for certain assumptions or outputs to not be 
adequately interrogated. This has contributed to sub-optimal 
delivery of affordable housing. A 2017 study by Shelter found 
that where VAs were used, new housing sites achieved just 
7% affordable housing.5 When VAs are carried out internally 
for direct delivery of housing, lack of understanding can lead to 
conservative assumptions that reduce the proportions of 
genuinely affordable tenures. 

 
CHALLENGES 
A key challenge to improving the public benefits secured by VAs is 
improving understanding of the process sufficiently so Authorities 
can interrogate the data and highlight where assumptions may result 
in an underestimate of a scheme’s viability. Another challenge is that 
it is not in the interest of external developers to improve the 
accessibility of VAs, as any increase in planning contributions has an 
adverse effect on profit margins. It is therefore up to Authorities 
themselves to up-skill their officers. This Practice Note aims to 
supply Authorities with some of the tools they need for this. Given 
the scale of these challenges, it follows that there are also great 
opportunities to improve. Greater understanding of VAs will allow 
councils to secure greater levels of affordable housing and improved 
build quality. 
 
ACTIONS 
We began our work by assessing how much understanding there 
was of viability within councils. We issued surveys on “internal 
viability assessments” (those created by housing development teams 
to decide to proceed with a proposed scheme) and “external viability 
assessments” (those submitted by external developers as part of a 
planning application). The survey began by asking what resources 
the councils have within their department to allow them to assess 
viability, whether they outsource the assessment of viability, then 
asked what level of success they feel they have in meeting the 
requirements of assessing viability. Finally, they were asked what 
they felt would improve their ability to assess viability, and they were 
asked to choose from a list of possible items. We have used the 
results of this survey to influence which resources to produce. 
 
4  UK Government, National Planning Policy Framework, Paragraph 57 
5  Shelter, Slipping Through the Loophole, 2017 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2
https://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/1434439/2017.11.01_Slipping_through_the_loophole.pdf
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OUTCOMES 
Of approximately 25 surveys issued to Authorities, only 6 were 
completed. This return rate means that the data is of limited 
reliability, however it is still useful for giving us an initial overview of 
the situation. Respondents were asked to rate their ability to 
assess/complete viability assessments, where 1 meant ‘struggles to 
meet basic requirements’ and 5 meant ‘leading the way in best 
practice’. The average score was 3.3, demonstrating that Councils 
recognise the need to improve their ability to both carry out and 
review viability assessments. 
  
Almost all councils stated that ‘lack of knowledge’ was an issue in 
terms of their ability to successfully assess submissions. Most 
respondents do not have access to specialised software for 
reviewing submissions, and those that did mostly referred to 
software used by their external consultants. In terms of internal 
viability survey responses, 50% of respondents stated that their 
council has in-house expertise to carry out VAs. However, over 60% 
of them also outsource to support the production of internal viability 
assessments. In terms of resources that would be useful to improve 
understanding, respondents noted that an explanatory infographic 
would help when explaining concepts to third parties and members. 
 
LEARNINGS 
Whilst there is existing explanatory material available on the topic of 
viability, it is not easy to locate and arguably is not that user friendly. 
We have put together a series of short graphical guides for the key 
topics in a bid to improve the accessibility of the information as a 
self-help tool. As a next step, we have produced a presentation 
template that guides the viewer through a more detailed overview of 
VAs and their use in practice. These resources are free for anyone 
to use, for any educational purpose. As they have been produced 
with an audience of local authority officers in mind, they assume a 
level of base knowledge of housing development and as such may 
need further interpretation to be useful for members of the public. 
 
The resources are designed as self-help tools but could easily be 
adapted into teaching materials for local authority teams to work 
through. We would encourage this approach as it is more likely to 
result in long-term retention and understanding. Resources 
accompanying this final draft include: 
A. Explainer Sheets: 
— The Concept of Viability  
— Net Present Value 
— Internal Rate of Return 
— Calculating Viability: Land Value Method 
— Calculating Viability: Discounted Cash Flow Method 
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B. Presentation: Viability Crash Course 
C. Spreadsheet: NPV Calculator 
 
The resources can be downloaded from 
publicpractice.org.uk/resources. Public Practice welcome feedback 
on the findings and recommendations set out in this Practice Note to 
help update current resources and inform future research. Please 
contact us at info@publicpractice.org.uk. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
This Practice Note has revealed a lack of understanding of viability 
concepts and has proposed a series of resources that Authority 
officers can use to develop and promote understanding of VAs within 
the public sector. The next step to progress this research is to 
investigate how an Authority officer can utilise this improved 
knowledge in order to maximise the public benefit of future 
developments using viability assessment as a tool. Future research 
might address how to use VAs to: 
— Encourage refurbishment over demolition  
— Maximise the environmental performance of new build 

developments  
— Secure policy-compliant amounts of affordable housing  
— Encourage the construction of social housing tenures 
 
As the materials have been composed with Authority officers in 
mind, they could be adapted and expanded to better suit different 
audiences, including but not limited to: 
— Members of the public (improving participation in the 

consultation process)  
— Cabinet members and councillors (informing discussions of 

developments that require cabinet approval)  
— Design teams (improving understanding and input to design 

briefs) 
 
The resources focus on the viability of housing development to 
reflect the experience of the authors. Designed to be applicable to 
understand other development types, they could benefit from 
adaptation to best address learning gaps within other sectors. 
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The role and purpose of viability assessments in planning, 
and particularly as a tool in ensuring that planning 
obligations and affordable housing targets are achieved, 
remain a contentious and opaque area of practice. But 
Authority officers need to be able to interpret and 
challenge viability assessments in order to secure public 
benefits from future development.

Martha Dallyn and Belinda Greenwell drew together a 
suite of resources to understand and assess viability 
through their year long placements at the London 
Boroughs of Enfield and Sutton. These are intended as 
support for Authority officers, and others, to engage with 
the complexities and terminologies of viability assessment. 
This Practice Note sets out the context and background to 
the use of viability assessments. It is complemented by a 
series of explainer sheets, a presentation and simple 
calculator tool to provide an introduction for practitioners 
who are unfamiliar with viability.

#Delivery #Planning #Viability

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources



