Unite reaffirms 2025 earnings guidance amid resilient UK student housing demand
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The Unite Group PLC has reaffirmed its full-year adjusted earnings per share (EPS) guidance for 2025 at 47.5p to 48.25p, underpinned by an anticipated 4% rental growth for the 2025-26 academic year. This outlook follows the company’s update showing that as of 30 September 2025, 95.2% of beds for the forthcoming academic year were reserved, a slight decline from 97.5% at the same time last year. The company’s rental growth has moderated compared to the previous year, with a 4% rise so far in 2025-26 versus 8.2% in 2024-25, reflecting some regional market adjustments and evolving supply dynamics.
The Unite Group reported stable property valuations across its key portfolios. The Unite UK Student Accommodation Fund (USAF), encompassing 22,361 beds across 56 properties in 17 university towns, maintained a valuation of £2.853 billion as at the end of September 2025, marking a 1.4% increase for the year to date and stable like-for-like values for the quarter. Meanwhile, the London Student Accommodation Joint Venture (LSAV), with 9,710 beds across 14 properties in London and Birmingham, saw its portfolio valued at £2.11 billion, up 1.9% year-to-date and 0.4% on a like-for-like quarterly basis. Rental growth within these portfolios held steady, contributing to stable property yields of 5.2% for USAF and 4.5% for LSAV.
Stronger underlying demand for student accommodation is supported by sector-wide data. The Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) reported a 3% increase in undergraduate acceptances for 2025-26, totalling 512,000 students, with particularly notable 8% growth at high-tariff universities. The rise in demand is fueled by increases in UK 18-year-old applicants, alongside international acceptance gains from China and the United States. Complementing this, Home Office figures revealed a 7% increase in study visa applications year-on-year to August 2025, despite overall study visa applications remaining below 2023 levels due to visa policy changes. This demand resilience supports Unite’s rental growth projections, which range between 4-5%.
The Unite Group is also progressing with its acquisition of Empiric Student Property, having secured shareholder approval at the Court and General meetings held in early October 2025. The Competition and Markets Authority has initiated a pre-notification process ahead of a formal Phase 1 investigation. Subject to regulatory and scheme conditions, the acquisition is expected to complete by the second quarter of 2026. Empiric, which reported a 7% like-for-like rental growth and a portfolio valued at approximately £1.16 billion as of mid-2025, positions Unite to bolster its footprint further, particularly in regional cities including Manchester and Birmingham.
This strategic expansion is occurring amid an increasingly positive outlook for the UK student housing sector. Analysts at Morgan Stanley have highlighted Unite as a top pick in European property, noting the sector’s resilience and the expected rental growth sustainability driven by strong demand and limited new supply. They project net asset value (NAV) and EPS growth for the company through to 2027, with NAV per share potentially reaching 1,226p and EPS climbing to 52.5p. Morgan Stanley emphasises that despite Unite’s shares trading near decade lows, the fundamentals remain robust, with occupancy levels targeted above 97% and EPS growth expected to continue.
Operational updates include Unite’s ongoing developments with university partnerships to deliver large-scale schemes, such as a 2,000-bed project in Newcastle and a 2,300-bed scheme planned with Manchester Metropolitan University. At the same time, policy changes concerning post-study visa durations and international student levies are being monitored. Unite anticipates these will not materially impact demand. The company is also positioned to benefit from upcoming housing regulations, which exempt purpose-built student accommodation from new renter protections applying primarily to shared housing (HMO), potentially increasing the competitiveness of its offerings.
Investors have reacted positively to Unite’s solid performance and outlook, with shares climbing following strong earnings and dividend increases. The company’s portfolio yields have remained stable, operating costs are being managed effectively, and debt refinancing arrangements, including a recent £400 million secured loan at competitive rates, underpin confidence in its capital structure.
In summary, The Unite Group’s reaffirmed earnings guidance, steady rental growth, strategic acquisition of Empiric, and favourable sector dynamics position it well for continued growth in the UK student accommodation market. Despite some headwinds such as slightly lower reservation rates and regional vacancies, the company’s strong partnerships, financial discipline, and market-leading position provide a resilient foundation amid a changing policy and economic environment.
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