
 

As we progress on this journey, 
we will be working to more closely 
align ourselves with the Sustainable 
Development Goals, a collection of 
interlinked goals set by the United 
Nations. The goals are designed as 
a blueprint to achieve a better and 
more sustainable future for all. 

We have identified 11 goals that 
directly relate to our business 
and newly outlined objectives.

United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals

SUSTAINABILITY REPORT

Creating resilient, resource 
efficient assets and operations – 
reducing the environmental impact 
of our new and existing buildings 
through investment in energy and 
water efficiency, moving away 
from the use of fossil fuels, and 
working with students to encourage 
sustainable living habits.

Why sustainability matters.

SUSTAINABILITY REPORT

ENVIRONMENTAL

Creating a responsible  
and resilient business.

Net zero 
carbon

Resource 
efficient

Operating sustainably means  
acting in line with our values.  
We are creating a business which 
will shape a positive future for 
generations to come. Covid-19 
has underlined the importance of 
putting the health and wellbeing of 
our employees and students first. 
We are committed to ambitious 
targets on net zero carbon, providing 
opportunities for students, employees 
and communities, and leading the 
student accommodation sector by 
piloting new initiatives which, working 
with our partners, will showcase a 
world-class student experience.

Becoming net zero carbon in our 
operations and developments by 
2030 – reducing the carbon emissions 
from new and existing buildings in 
line with climate science, ahead of the 
timescale set out in the Paris Climate 
Agreement to avoid the worst impacts 
of climate change. 

Baltic Wharf, Paddington, 
London: Targeting 
the highest levels 
of environmental 
performance

p51 

Solar panels at  
Stapleton House

p52
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SOCIAL GOVERNANCE

Opportunities  
for all

Raising 
standards 

Health & 
wellbeing

Enhancing the health and wellbeing 
of our employees and students – 
engaging and listening to improve 
mental and physical health and 
wellbeing. 

Providing opportunities for all – 
including students, employees and 
in the communities where we work, 
where all can succeed, whatever their 
background, gender or ethnicity. 

Leading the student housing sector  
– raising standards for our customers, 
investors and employees will ensure we 
further build on our reputation. This 
will ensure we support Universities to 
build on their reputation nationally  
and internationally. 

Connecting  
students digitally

p54

The Unite  
Foundation

p58 

Disclosure on ESG 
topics

p60 to 63 
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SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONTINUED

OUR VALUES

Creating room for everyone

Keeping uS safe

Doing what’s right

Raising the bar together

Students make choices based on 
their values and passions and are 
concerned about a wide range of 
sustainability issues, including climate 
change and social justice, and are 
ready to make a stand for those 
values through campaigns such as 
School Strike for Climate and Black 
Lives Matter. 

Environmental, social and 
governance issues are of increasing 
importance to investors, partners 
and other stakeholders, who 
recognise that an organisation’s 
ability to effectively manage risks and 
opportunities in these areas plays a 
key role in their long-term success. 
All businesses have basic ethical 
and legal responsibilities. However, 
we understand the most successful 
businesses go further, and strive to 
balance the needs of shareholders 
against a responsibility to a wider 
group of stakeholders including 
customers, local communities and 
the environment. The regulatory and 
legislative landscape is also changing 
in the UK, with the UK Government 
increasing its ambition and 
commitment to a green and resilient 
recovery from the current crisis. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought 
the importance of doing what’s 
right into sharper focus with many 
businesses, including Unite, acting 
to support communities. We have 
reached an important crossroads and 
we are clear that building a business 
that is more sustainable, in every 
sense, presents the best way forward. 

Reporting
We are committed to reporting 
our progress in an accessible and 
transparent way. This allows us to be 
intentional and thoughtful about the 
value we generate as a company – not 
only for our shareholders, but also for 
our people, our planet, and society.

Details of mandatory non-financial 
reporting can be found on pages 
60 to 63, and further details can be 
found on our corporate website at 
www.unite-group.co.uk. Some of the 
schemes we disclose to and align with 
are set out across the bottom of this 
page. We are focused on ensuring our 
approach and our progress are clear 
and understandable. 

SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONTINUED

We acknowledge the responsibility we have towards society and 
therefore choose to operate sustainably. This reflects our values,  
makes good business sense and is the right thing to do.

See pages 90 and 91
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Our energy consumption and carbon 
emissions for 2020 are set out on 
pages 61 and 62. These have been 
independently verified by SGS UK in 
line with ISO14064. We also disclose 
information in line with the European 
Public Real Estate Association’s 
Sustainability Best Practice Reporting 
guidelines (EPRA sBPR) and have 
secured a Silver Award for this for the 
last two years. 

In 2020, we formally signed up as 
a supporter of the Task Force on 
Climate-Related Financial Disclosure 
(TCFD) and are aligning our climate-
related risk management processes 
with the TCFD guidelines. Details of 
our approach are set out on page 
63 and specific details of climate-
related risks are included in the Risk 
Management report on page 79. 

We know that the way we manage  
and respond to environmental, social 
and governance (ESG) issues is of 
growing interest to our investors 
and other stakeholders, who are 
increasingly factoring ESG performance 
and risk into their decision making. 

Based on this stakeholder feedback, 
and taking account of current and 
emerging regulation and best practice 
across the sector, we completed a 
materiality assessment of relevant 
ESG issues as shown above. 

Using these findings, we have 
developed five clear sustainability 
objectives addressing the areas 
that matter most to us and our 
stakeholders. The following pages 
provide a more in depth view of our 
ambitions in each of these five areas, 
as well as progress made to date. 

In addition to these five overarching 
objectives, we will be setting 
stretching and ambitious new targets 
in the coming year. We know it will 
take time, financial investment and 
significant business change to achieve 
them, and will provide updates on our 
progress during 2021.

We participate in a number of 
independent assessments of 
ESG performance including the 
sector-leading Global Real Estates 
Sustainability Benchmark (GRESB) and 
CDP, a not for profit running a global 
disclosure system for investors. For 
both we have achieved steady year-
on-year improvements culminating in 
a four-star GRESB rating in 2020 and a 
score of 81/100, well above the overall 
average score of 70.

A new Sustainability Strategy
Our new Sustainability Strategy helps 
us bring together our activity in areas 
where we are already performing 
strongly, while also prioritising areas 
of focus which are of most interest to 
our stakeholders. 

To inform the development of our 
strategy, we engaged with key 
stakeholders including students, 
Universities, our supply chain, 
strategic partners (including the 
NUS and Greater London Authority), 
investors, and employees across the 
business to understand the important 
sustainability topics for each group. 
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Importance to Unite

Wellbeing of students & 
successful outcomes

Water

Biodiversity
Pollution

Climate change 
adaption & resilience

Charity programmes & networks

Local community  
engagement & support

Wellbeing of employees & 
employee retention

Health & Safety

Sustainable  
buildingsAffordability  

& accessibility

Energy & Carbon

Resource use & reuse

Equality & diversity

Responsible supply chain management

Transparency & disclosure

Environmental Social Governance

Stakeholder materiality review

49

O
verview

Strategic Report
G

overnance
Financial Statem

ents
O

ther Inform
ation



Becoming net zero carbon by 2030

We recognise the threat posed by climate change and 
the importance of reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
in accordance with the Paris Climate Agreement. We are 
aiming for net zero carbon emissions by 2030 for both 
new construction and the operation of existing buildings. 
We understand the huge scale of this challenge, and that 
we will not meet our ambitions straight away. But we are 
determined that doing what’s right and are confident it is 
achievable with the right commitment and investment. 

We are developing our plan to achieve net zero carbon 
operations and deliver net zero carbon new developments 
in accordance with the carbon hierarchy and will produce a 
Net Carbon Pathway which will be published later in 2021. 

To deliver net zero carbon new buildings, we will design 
and build accommodation differently using alternative 
materials and methods to reduce embodied carbon from 
‘cradle to completion’, while also making sure that they  
are net zero carbon in operation. 

To achieve net zero carbon operations, we must significantly 
reduce energy consumption in our existing buildings, 
by improving energy efficiency and generating as much 
renewable energy on site as we can. We will also strengthen 
our existing commitment to purchase certified renewable 
energy, looking at new ways of doing so that support the 
construction of new renewable energy generation. We have 
already made good progress in this area, achieving a 60% 
reduction in carbon emissions per bed since 2014. 

•  We will deliver net zero carbon new 
developments, with meaningful reductions 
in embodied carbon, by the end of 2030

•  We will achieve net zero carbon operations, 
including significant reductions in energy 
consumption by the end of 2030

•  We will purchase 100% certified renewable 
electricity that supports the development 
of new renewable generation capacity by 
2028 and stop using fossil fuels by the end 
of 2030

Finally, we will need to use certified carbon offsets to tackle 
any residual carbon that cannot be completely removed.

This new level of ambition reflects how seriously we take 
the threat posed by climate change, and is in line with 
the increased focus on this topic by students, University 
partners and our shareholders.

ENVIRONMENTAL

SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONTINUED

KEY TARGETS

PATHWAY TO NET ZERO CARBON DEVELOPMENTS 

PATHWAY TO NET ZERO CARBON OPERATIONS

PATHWAY TO NET ZERO CARBON

REDUCE EMBODIED CARBON 
Optimise design, use low carbon 
materials and good construction 

site practices

1

REDUCE ENERGY USE 
Change behaviours to reduce  

demand and improve property energy  
efficiency 

1

REDUCE OPERATIONAL ENERGY 
Design for performance and  

maximise efficiency over full life  
of asset

2

REDUCE OPERATIONAL ENERGY 
Maximise on-site renewable  
generation and buy certified  

renewable power

2

MITIGATE RESIDUAL CARBON 
Use of certified carbon offsetting

3

MITIGATE RESIDUAL CARBON 
Use of certified carbon offsetting

3
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Baltic Wharf, Paddington, London:  
Targeting the highest levels of environmental performance

Corporate Power Purchase Agreement:  
Strengthening our commitment to renewable energy 

Since 2017, all electricity purchased under our group supply 
contract with NPower (around 73% of the total electricity 
consumption across our buildings) comes from renewable sources 
and is backed by REGOs (Renewable Energy Guarantee of Origin 
Certificates) meaning it is zero carbon. However, to support our 
net zero carbon ambitions we will need to go further, and purchase 
energy in ways that directly support the creation of new renewable 
energy generation – a feature often called ‘additionality’. In 2020 
we took our first steps in this direction, signing a 5MW corporate 
power purchase agreement (PPA) meaning that around 20% of 
our total electricity consumed will come from a specific wind farm 
in Scotland, and we are already looking at ways to increase the 
proportion energy we buy under similar arrangement in future. 

In 2021, we will submit plans for Baltic Wharf, a major 
new development in London and plan to make it one 
of our most sustainable buildings. We will be targeting 
significant reductions in embodied carbon through 
innovative design and the selection and sourcing of 
low embodied carbon materials. Baltic Wharf will also 
target the highest levels of environmental performance, 
aiming for a BREEAM Excellent rating and low energy use 
in operation, and will include a strong focus on urban-
greening, rainwater harvesting, renewable energy and 
promotion of green transport options. 

Read the full case study at www.unite-group.co.uk

" Buying electricity through a corporate power purchase agreement creates a strong link between  
the end user and a specific renewable generator. We were delighted to work with Unite and help 
deliver real reductions in carbon emissions via a 5MW corporate PPA with the Galawhistle windfarm 
in Scotland"
Npower

ENVIRONMENTAL
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Creating resilient and resource  
efficient assets and operations

We know it is important to reduce the environmental 
impact of our buildings and operations, including energy 
and water consumption, carbon emissions, and waste 
and resource use. We also have to ensure our business is 
resilient and can withstand the impacts of climate change 
and the transition to a low carbon economy over the 
coming years. 

In the last six years we have invested over £30 million in 
energy efficiency projects, achieving a 10% reduction in our 
energy intensity (total energy use per student bedroom 
per year), but we know we must do much more. Therefore 
in 2021 we will be announcing ambitious targets and 
plans for further reductions in energy, water, waste and 
resource use, as part of a long-term focus on improving the 
environmental performance and resilience of our buildings. 

•  Reduce carbon emissions per bed

•  Reduce water usage

•  Increase engagement with students 
and our employees to embed lasting 
environmentally responsible living habits

KEY TARGETS

SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONTINUED

Read the full case study about our Solar panels at Stapleton House at www.unite-group.co.uk

ENVIRONMENTAL CONTINUED
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Gender diversity 

Male Female

Board 71 3

Senior Management 29 15

Other 1,019 879

1  As at 1 April 2021 after Phil White retires as Chairman on 31 March 2021.

Enhancing the health and wellbeing  
of our employees and customers

This is an area where we have a strong track record and 
where we are well regarded by stakeholders across the 
sector, especially for the lead we took in response to 
Covid-19 to support both students and employees. We 
know that the wellbeing of our students and our employees 
should be a top priority because we have witnessed how 
this brings real benefits to our business, as well as the 
individuals involved.

A safe working environment for employees
During Covid-19, it has been especially important to fully 
engage with all employees in light of the rapidly evolving 
situation and the changing University calendar. 

• We have introduced new two-way channels to listen to 
our employees and give them direct and frequent access 
to senior leaders so we can respond to their questions. 
This includes regular Unite Live forums and through 
regular Covid-19 updates. 

• We have conducted regular pulse surveys with our teams 
to understand their needs during this difficult time. 

• We have supported all office-based employees to work 
from home and this has been enabled by a health and 
safety assessment of their workplace.

• We have doubled our Special Leave to support with 
balancing work life with home life.

• We have not furloughed any employees.

Our operational teams have continued to work in 
challenging circumstances during the pandemic, especially 
those providing direct support to students. We have put 
in place a number of measures to support them so they 
can continue to respond safely in a dynamic situation. 
We have implemented a series of Covid Secure measures 
which are accredited by the British Safety Council and have 
worked with public health bodies nationally throughout the 
pandemic.

More broadly, we also know from experience that when 
our workforce is happy and engaged, they deliver better 
customer services, improve productivity, with reduced 
staff turnover and absenteeism.

• Improve employee engagement 

•  Reduce employee turnover and 
absenteeism

•  Increase successful outcomes from 
student wellbeing interactions

KEY TARGETS

Doing what’s right for students
Year-on-year, we run a number of initiatives to help 
students make the transition to University life and to settle 
at the start of term, including the Leapskills programme, an 
interactive workshop used with schools. We provide easy 
access to extra support when students need it, all making 
a considerable difference to their experience at University 
and how they perform in their academic studies.

We know going to University and moving away from home 
is a significant life moment for students and with this in 
mind we initiated and co-wrote the PBSA Wellbeing guide 
for the British Property Federation in 2019. Regional 
Student Services Managers coach and support teams to 
identify and respond to student welfare issues, supported 
by a network of approximately 69 Welfare Leads with 
advanced training. Our student services team operate to a 
professional student welfare framework, working closely 
with our University partners.

Read more about how we do what’s right for our students 
at www.unite-group.co.uk

SOCIAL
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Connecting students digitally
Today’s students are the first true digital generation. 
Our MyUnite app helps them feel confident and 
connected, before and during their stay. It allows us 
to get them settled, to be there when they need us, 
and keep them safe. During Covid-19 the app provided 
a key channel to provide automated communications 
to students and their flatmates while self-isolating 
ensuring they remained connected.

The uChat feature provides a safe, secure and 
moderated chatroom for students to meet prospective 
flatmates. It enables students to contact the people 
they are going to be living with before they arrive at 
their accommodation, get answers to questions and 
alleviating some of the anxiety ahead of check-in 
day. This year we also offered chat rooms to whole 
floors, and for groups of students living in self-
contained studios. 

Enhancing the health and wellbeing  
of our employees and customers continued

2020: a challenging year
In 2020 Covid-19 tested our business, like many others, and 
as a responsible business we felt we had an obligation to 
‘Do what’s right’ particularly for students living with us.

Standing by our convictions required considerable 
investment. Our decisions to waive the third term of 
rent in 2019/20 and provide rental discounts for the 
second term of 2020/21 resulted in a significant financial 
cost to the business. But we believe this was the right 
thing for students and their wellbeing and this decision 
enhanced our reputation with our stakeholders, while also 
underlining the importance of considering the long-term 
sustainability of the business.

Actions taken during Covid-19 included:

• First in the sector to refund students the cost of the 
2019/20 third term's accommodation fees if they left 
accommodation early because of the pandemic.

• Providing a rent-free home for those students who did 
not want to return home in the summer of 2020, ensuring 
the continuity of a safe and secure living environment 
during an otherwise uncertain time in their lives.

SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONTINUED

To further support our students, we recently initiated 
Students Supporting Students – a peer to peer ambassador 
support programme – that focuses on current issues 
specific to the student accommodation setting. This covers 
five webinar topics including Settling into your City, Online 
Learning Motivation and Stress and Anxiety Management. 
We have drawn on specialist content developed by Student 
Minds to develop these webinars.

The peer-based model also helps them to develop 
friendship groups, which are fundamental to a successful 
student experience, where peers play a practical as well as 
emotional role in students’ lives. 

We work in a way which is designed to help students feel 
safe and secure in their accommodation, with well-trained 
teams and student ambassadors on hand to provide a vital 
safety net if required. We also provide access to a national 
helpline – Nightline – so that students have someone to 
speak to whatever their concern.

When living with us, students use the app to access 
and pay for services such as laundry, log maintenance 
requests, report complaints about noise or to access 
24-hour help if they get locked out. They can also opt 
to receive notifications, for example when a parcel 
is delivered.

SOCIAL CONTINUED
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• Flexible booking particularly at the start of the new 
academic year given regional lockdowns. 

• Conducting pulse surveys within the student community 
during Covid-19 to understand how they were coping.

• Providing rental discounts between January and March 
2021.

• Introducing a Home Charter providing guidance on 
how to protect themselves and others, including advice 
sheets for self-isolation, cleaning and hygiene. 

• Independent audit of policies, procedures and 
arrangements for Covid-19 by the British Safety Council 
(BSC). We are the only student accommodation provider 
to hold the highest 5-star safety rating from the BSC and 
are proud to have been one of the first UK companies 
that has been accredited a Covid assured workplace by 
the BSC.

• Greater use of technology to assist social distancing; 
digital check-in, self-service parcel collection, virtual 
maintenance assistance and an enhanced MyUnite App 
to help create student communities with safe social 
distancing.

Any student can read articles on our online blog 
platform, the Common Room, on different aspects of 
student life. We publish up to five new articles a week to 
help students through University, so they feel settled, 
achieve their goals and prepare for their future careers. 
Articles are either written by our in-house team or by 
a network of student journalists living with us. The 
platform has had over a million page views over the  
past 12 months. 

The topics are driven by students themselves and  
range from preparing for University, making friends  
and settling in, to budgeting, staying healthy and  
career planning.

• Increased cleaning and social distancing regimes.

• Trained and supervised Mental Health First Aid 
accredited welfare leads in each city and an Emergency 
Contact Centre available 24/7 and Nightline service for 
all residents.

• Welfare checks and ongoing support using remote 
access channels, as well as support on a case-by-case 
basis.

• In-person support delivered safely to students when 
required, including bespoke support to vulnerable 
groups.

Human rights
We believe human rights are universal and recognise that 
the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
set a standard of conduct expected of companies. We do 
our best to ensure that everyone involved or associated 
with our business is protected, treated fairly and subject to 
our anti-bribery and corruption, health and safety, anti-
slavery and other policies, including those covering data 
protection, performance management, flexible working, 
grievances, leave, and quality and diversity.

The Common Room

SOCIAL CONTINUED
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SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONTINUED

Enhancing the health and wellbeing  
of our employees and customers continued

In response to annual research with students 
showing 61% of young people are apprehensive and 
nervous about making the leap to independent living, 
Unite Students has responded with an interactive 
workshop used in schools to help better support 
these young people. This better prepares 17 and 
18-year olds for this important transition and has 
already been used by over 3,000 young people.

Usually run as a 45-minute classroom programme 
as part of the Key Stage 5 PSHE programme, in 2020 
Leapskills was adapted to an online format for use by 
students with parents and carers during Covid-19. 

Through the workshop, young people discover 
what it is like living with new people, making new 
friends, balancing work with fun and managing 
their money. Those who use Leapskills say they feel 
better prepared at the end of the session and report 
increased levels of confidence in their move away 
from home. The Leapskills programme has been 
endorsed by the Department for Education.

Leapskills: A free resource helping young  
people prepare for independent living 

" Going to University and living independently 
for the first time can be daunting – Leapskills 
workshops help Year 12 and 13 pupils prepare 
for this jump and build the skills they need to 
thrive at University."
Michelle Donelan MP  
Minister of State for Universities

" The Leapskills toolkit will provide an 
additional but essential digital option for 
those who need specific inspiration for 
building their teen’s life skills for successful 
communal living.” 
 Dr Dominique Thomson  
GP and young persons’ mental health expert

SOCIAL CONTINUED
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•  A 50/50 gender split in the Unite 
leadership team by the end of 2023

•  Fill 60% of managerial roles internally  
by the end of 2023

•  Minority groups fairly represented in 
employees and management by the  
end of 2024

Our teams are key to our business success. We are 
driven by our values and culture and a commitment to 
develop a diverse and inclusive organisation. We are 
keen to do more to provide interesting career pathways 
within our organisation and to ensure opportunities 
for progression are available for all. We are focused on 
greater representation of gender and ethnicity in senior 
positions and creating a more diverse workforce across our 
organisation, where everybody feels valued and engaged. 
We believe creating a more inclusive business improves 
conditions for all, not just those under represented, and 
will deliver long-term value for business and society. In 
support of Black Lives Matter, the business embarked 
on a review of its diversity and inclusion strategy with 
leadership training and support enabling leaders to 
communicate, engage and listen to their teams. This work 
will continue during 2021.

We work hard to act responsibly across all areas of the 
business, and we are committed to ensuring that everyone 
behaves with integrity and fairness. We regularly review 
our policies and ways of working to ensure we are creating 
an environment where our people can thrive. We know that 
only by creating a healthy, happy, engaged and productive 
team, can we go on to have a positive impact on young 
people at one of the most exciting times of their lives. 

We are committed to creating safe, welcoming and 
inclusive communities for our students and supporting 
the wider purpose build student accommodation and 
University accommodation sector to improve inclusiveness. 
Activities over the coming years will include commissioning 

research into the needs of specific groups of students who 
may be at risk of exclusion, sharing these insights across 
the sector and taking positive action with our University 
partners to address these issues.

Achievements and recent progress include:
• The Business in the Community Race at Work Charter 

was signed in 2020 with a commitment to:

 – Capture ethnicity data and publicise progress.

 – A zero-tolerance approach on harassment and 
bullying.

 – Plans to support career progression of ethnic 
minority employees.

• In response to Black Lives Matter, a Culture Matters ally 
network was created in 2020.

• Engagement with a leadership and diversity and 
inclusions specialist, who is providing fresh thinking  
and stimulus to our teams. 

• Enhanced shared parental leave. 

• Investors in People – Gold award achieved.

• A Real Living Wage employer.

• Employee wellbeing champions network across the UK.

• Over the four years:

 – £1.1 million donated through student and employee 
fundraising.

 – Provided 1,300 counselling sessions to our employees.

 – Awarded over £95,000 to charities via employee 
charity match scheme.

SOCIAL CONTINUED

Providing opportunities for all including 
students, employees and communities

KEY TARGETS
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SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONTINUED

Unite Foundation
Unite has been the principal supporter of the Unite 
Foundation since 2021 and has so far committed over 
£10 million to its work. It is a charity that provides a unique 
scholarship for care leavers and estranged young people 
who want to go to University, providing free, purpose-built, 
student accommodation and wrap around support for up to 
three years of study. These young people do not have family 
support, some of them have been in care, others have been 
living independently, or with friends or extended family and 
some have been homeless. The scholarship provides a place 
for students to live throughout their studies so that they can 
focus on embracing the full University experience and plan 
their future. The Foundation, together with its 27 University 
partners and teams on the ground, ensures that its scholars 
have the opportunity to thrive at University and beyond.

• Each year, 80–100 new scholarships are awarded. This 
means 256 students are currently being supported 
through the scholarship programme.

• Since the programme started eight years ago, the 
Foundation has provided support to over 500 students.

• The retention rate for students supported by the Unite 
Foundation is significantly higher than that of care 
experienced and estranged students in the general 
student population, and 27% go on to undertake 
postgraduate study, which is higher than the national 
average. Unite is the major donor to the Unite 
Foundation each year. 

Positive social impact in communities 
In all of the 27 towns and cities where we operate, we 
partner with more than 60 Universities and have a positive 
impact by playing an active role in local communities. This 
activity has been enhanced during Covid-19 and is still 
going strong.

For example, by having our students living as part of 
communities, this increases spending locally and helps 
local businesses, creates employment opportunities 
and supports spin-off companies, including educational, 
cultural arts events, concerts, performances and sporting 
facilities. Across the UK, student spending supports more 
than £80bn of UK economic output and over 830,000 direct 
and indirect jobs.

We work hard to engage with our local communities, 
having a positive impact on local residents and wider 
communities. Every employee at Unite has the opportunity 
to spend one full day or eight hours each year volunteering. 
Although some activities were limited in 2020, this usually 
involves supporting a group, community or charity which 
benefits young people in the communities where we 
operate. Over 83% of our volunteers have reported an 
increase in job satisfaction through a post volunteering 
survey, which has been completed on a rolling basis over 
the past two years.

SOCIAL CONTINUED

Providing opportunities for all including  
students, employees and communities continued

Find out more about our Positive Impact programme at www.unite-group.co.uk
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Our ambition is to continue to lead the student housing 
sector and to raise standards and deliver value to 
customers. This has been demonstrated through Covid-19 
when we have provided financial and wellbeing support 
to students living with us. Our main focus will be to 
build on established good practice to drive up standards 
across the whole student accommodation and Higher 
Education sector.

We will continue to put robust governance and 
management processes in place to ensure compliance 
with all relevant regulations, codes and other 
requirements, backed up with training and engagement, 
verification and reporting.

Our supply chain plays a key role in helping us achieve our 
ambitions and we will continue to work closely with them, 
and other partners who share our values to bring about 
measurable improvements, ensuring sustainable supply 
chains are operational across the business.

We also contribute actively to the ANUK National Code for 
purpose-built student accommodation and in recent years 
have helped to raise standards around student welfare 
support via the Code.

Our annual Insight Report, delivered in partnership with 
the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI), shares key 
insights and analysis around the attitudes, experiences 
and needs of students. It makes a strong contribution to 
the work of PBSA providers and Universities, and many 
of our University partners have used its findings in their 
strategy development. 

Key achievements:

• First PBSA provider to be accredited Covid Secure by the 
British Safety Council and to achieve a BSC 5-star rating.

• Worked in partnership with the Scottish Government, 
individual Universities and Public Health England to 
develop guidance relating to Covid-19 for student 
accommodation providers.

•  Improve scores from the Higher Education 
sector on sustainability issues

•  Full alignment of health and safety 
systems with ISO-45001 

•  Full compliance with the requirements of 
the Task Force on Climate-related Financial 
Disclosures (TCFD)

•  Year-on-year improvement of GRESB score, 
to indicate overall performance against 
ESG measures

Leading the student housing sector by raising 
standards

GOVERNANCE

KEY TARGETS
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To complement the launch of our new Sustainability Strategy,  
we provide in the following pages statutory reporting for the  
key impacts on our business.
Non-financial information statement
The table below summarises how we comply with non-financial performance reporting requirements.  
All policies are also available on www.unite-group.co.uk/investors

Employees Group Health and Safety Policy

Employee Handbook

Equality, Diversity and Inclusion policy

Trans and gender identity policy

Whistleblowing policy

Directors’ Remuneration Report 

  Read more about Employees on pages 38 and 39

Anti-corruption  
and bribery 

Anti-bribery policy

      Read more on www.unite-group.co.uk

Environmental  
matters 

Environment policy

Statement on carbon reduction/target 

  Read more about Environmental topics on pages 61 to 63

Description of 
principal risks 
and impact of 
business activity 

  Read more about Principal risks and 
impact of business activity on pages  
68 to 80

Human rights Unite Group Code of Ethics

Modern Slavery statement

Data Protection Policy 

  Read more about Human rights on page 55

Description of 
the business 
model 

  Read more about Our business model  
on pages 32 and 33

Social matters Volunteering Policy

Fundraising guidelines

Charity Policy including matched giving 

     Read more on www.unite-group.co.uk

Non-financial 
key performance 
indicators

  Read more about our Non-financial  
KPIs on page 41

SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONTINUED

Carbon emissions and climate change
Carbon emissions and climate change remain a priority 
area for focus. This year sees two major factors causing 
significant changes to energy consumption and associated 
carbon emissions.

Following the acquisition of Liberty Living, emissions 
associated with these properties are in scope for the first 
time. This acquisition brought 55 additional properties 
into the portfolio, totalling over 24,000 student beds and 
c.700,000m2 of floor area. In addition, these properties 
have not benefited from the same levels of investment 
in energy efficiency over recent years as the wider Unite 
estate, and so typically consume more energy per bed. 
Properties in the Liberty Living portfolio also make almost 
exclusive use of electricity for both heating and hot water 
(compared to the pre-existing portfolio where a significant 
minority of properties use gas or district heat for these), 
further changing the overall balance of scope 1 and scope 
2 emissions. Furthermore until the end of September 2020 
former Liberty Living properties operated under a legacy 

electricity supply contract without any renewable element, 
resulting in a significant increase in market-based scope 2 
emissions. From October 2020 onward these sites all moved 
across to the group supply contract with NPower and so 
benefitted from 100% renewable REGO backed electricity.

The second major impact this year has been the Covid-19 
pandemic. Government restrictions and the interruption 
of normal teaching in the Higher Education sector led to 
significant changes in both overall levels of occupancy as 
well as day-to-day patterns of usage. Overall, this led to a 
significant reduction in consumption and corresponding 
carbon emissions compared to budget expectations. 
Disruption due to Covid-19 also meant that capital 
investment in energy and water saving initiatives planned 
for 2020 were unable to proceed as planned.

The interplay overall of these factors on net emissions is 
complex, although the effect is an increase in absolute 
energy consumption and emissions, but a reduction in 
energy and emissions per bed and per m2 basis. 
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Whole estate Scope 1 + Scope 2 (location based) 
emissions, absolute

Whole estate Scope 1 + Scope 2 (location based) 
emissions, per bed per year

Scope 1 Scope 2 (location based)

Subject to the easing of lockdown, we aim to undertake detailed energy surveys of the former Liberty Living properties 
during 2021 to identify energy efficiency opportunities that will help deliver our net zero carbon ambition. 

Full details of energy consumption and carbon emissions are set out below:

Energy consumption carbon emissions data

ESTATE DATA

2018 2019 2020

Data
Change vs  
prior year Data

Change vs  
prior year Data

Change vs base 
year (2014)

Change vs  
prior year

Year-end bed numbers  48,622 -1.6%  49,992 2.8%  75,531 75.49% 51.0%

Carbon contributing bed numbers  48,706 -1.4%  49,242 1.1%  74,193 89.63% 50.6%

Carbon contributing floor area (m2)  1,391,923 -1.4%  1,400,011 0.5%  2,118,807 84.64% 51.3%

ENERGY & WATER USE

2018 2019 2020

Consumption
 Change vs  
prior year Consumption

 Change vs  
prior year Consumption

Change vs base 
year (2014 for 
energy, 2015  

for water)
 Change vs  
prior year 

Natural Gas

Absolute (kWh)  36,632,735 19.3%  39,616,444 8.1%  55,242,941 136.81% 39.4%

Relative to bed numbers (kWh/bed)  752.12 21.1%  804.53 7.0%  744.58 24.88% -7.5%

Relative to floor area (kWh/m2)  26.30 21.0%  28.30 7.5%  26.10 28.26% -7.9%

Electricity

Absolute (kWh)  109,881,655 -5.5%  106,148,132 -3.4%  140,535,318 25.55% 32.4%

Relative to bed numbers (kWh/bed)  2,256.03 -4.0%  2,155.66 -4.4%  1,894.43 -33.79% -12.1%

Relative to floor area (kWh/m2)  78.94 -4.1%  75.82 -4.0%  66.33 -32.00% -12.5%

Heat

Absolute (kWh)  11,793,033 28.2%  11,775,682 -0.1%  12,091,340 277.61% 2.7%

Relative to bed numbers (kWh/bed)  242.13 30.2%  239.14 -1.2%  162.97 99.13% -31.9%

Relative to floor area (kWh/m2)  8.47 30.1%  8.41 -0.7%  5.71 104.52% -32.2%

TOTAL ENERGY (gas + electricity + heat)

Absolute (kWh)  158,307,423 1.4%  157,540,259 -0.5%  207,888,468 50.12% 32.0%

Relative to bed numbers (kWh/bed)  3,250.29 2.9%  3,199.33 -1.6%  2,801.73 -20.83% -12.4%

Relative to floor area (kWh/m2)  113.73 2.8%  112.53 -1.1%  98.12 -18.69% -12.8%

Water

Absolute (m3)  2,452,769 11.8%  1,954,648 -20.3%  2,716,738 49.31% 39.0%

Relative to bed numbers (m3/bed)  50.40 13.5%  39.70 -21.2%  36.60 -13.30% -7.8%

Relative to floor area (m3/m2)  1.80 13.4%  1.40 -22.69%  1.30 -22.69% -8.2%
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GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS 

2018 2019 2020

Emissions
Change vs prior 

year Emissions
Change vs  
prior year Emissions

Change vs base 
year (2014)

Change vs  
prior year

Total Scope 1 emissions

Absolute (tonnes CO2e)  6,851 18.8%  7,397 8.0%  10,328 135.1% 39.6%

Relative to bed numbers (tonnes CO2e/bed)  0.14 20.6%  0.15 6.8%  0.14 24.0% -7.3%

Relative to floor area (kg CO2e/m2)  4.92 20.5%  5.28 7.3%  4.87 27.3% -7.7%

Total Scope 2 emissions (location based)

Absolute (tonnes CO2e)  33,315 -22.0%  29,205 -12.3%  34,856 -37.8% 19.4%

Relative to bed numbers (tonnes CO2e/bed)  0.68 -20.8%  0.59 -13.3%  0.47 -67.2% -20.8%

Relative to floor area (kg CO2e/m2)  23.93 -20.8%  20.86 -12.8%  16.45 -66.3% -21.1%

Total Scope 2 emissions (market based)

Absolute (tonnes CO2e)  2,359 -89.7%  3,128 32.6%  10,694 -80.7% 241.9%

Relative to bed numbers (tonnes CO2e/bed)  0.05 -89.6%  0.06 31.1%  0.14 -89.8% 126.9%

Relative to floor area (kg CO2e/m2)  1.69 -89.6%  2.23 31.8%  5.05 -89.5% 125.9%

Total Scope 1+2 emissions (location based)

Absolute (tonnes CO2e)  40,166 -17.1%  36,602 -8.9%  45,184 -25.2% 23.4%

Relative to bed numbers (tonnes CO2e/bed)  0.82 -15.8%  0.74 -9.9%  0.61 -60.6% -18.1%

Relative to floor area (kg CO2e/m2)  28.86 -15.9%  26.14 -9.4%  21.33 -59.5% -18.4%

Total Scope 1+2 emissions (market based)

Absolute (tonnes CO2e)  9,210 -67.9%  10,524 14.3%  21,023 -64.9% 99.8%

Relative to bed numbers (tonnes CO2e/bed)  0.19 -67.4%  0.21 13.0%  0.28 -81.5% 32.6%

Relative to floor area (kg CO2e/m2)  6.62 -67.4%  7.52 13.6%  9.92 -81.0% 32.0%

Total verifiable Scope 3 emissions

Absolute (tonnes CO2e)  11,666 -20.1%  9,859 -15.5%  12,326 -16.6% 25.2%

Relative to bed numbers (tonnes CO2e/bed)  0.24 -18.9%  0.20 -16.4%  0.17 -56.0% -16.9%

Relative to floor area (kg CO2e/m2)  8.38 -19.0%  7.04 -16.0%  5.83 -54.8% -17.3%

Total non-verifiable Scope 3 emissions

Absolute (tonnes CO2e)  6,610 No data No data  110,988 1579.1% 76,285 n/a n/a -33.1%

Relative to bed numbers (tonnes CO2e/bed)  0.14 No data No data  2.25 1560.9% 1.03 n/a n/a -55.6%

Relative to floor area (kg CO2e/m2)  4.75 No data No data  79.28 1569.4% 36.00 n/a n/a -55.8%

Total of verifiable and non-verifiable Scope 3 emissions

Absolute (tonnes CO2e)  18,276 No data No data  120,847 561.2%  88,631 n/a n/a -28.4%

Relative to bed numbers (tonnes CO2e/bed)  0.38 No data No data  2.45 554.1%  1.19 n/a n/a -52.5%

Relative to floor area (kg CO2e/m2)  13.13 No data No data  86.32 557.4%  41.83 n/a n/a -52.7%

SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONTINUED

Notes:

GHG emissions have been calculated using methodology set out in HM 
Government's ‘Environmental Reporting Guidelines: Including streamlined energy and 
carbon reporting March 2019 (Updated Introduction and Chapters 1 and 2) ’ in line 
with the GHG Protocol's ‘A Corporate Accounting and Reporting Standard (Revised 
Edition)’. Energy consumption and GHG emissions reported here cover 100% of 
Unite operations, which all occur in the UK, and have been independently verified to 
a level of ‘Reasonable Assurance’ against the requirements of ISO14064-3:2006 by 
SGS UK Ltd. 

‘Per bed’ emissions and energy consumption have been calculated using 
‘carbon contributing bed numbers’, which are a pro rata share of each sites 
total bed numbers based on the number of months it was in scope during the 
reporting period. E.g. a 100 bed site that was only in scope for six months due 
to disposal would be taken to have only 50 carbon contributing beds during the 
reporting period.

Scope 1 emissions include gas consumed in properties, and fuel consumed in 
business vehicles.

Scope 2 emissions include grid electricity consumption, and district heating 
consumption in properties.

Verifiable Scope 3 emissions include Category 1 (Purchased goods and services 
– water), Category 3 (Fuel and energy-related activities including T&D and WTT 
emissions), Category 6 (Business travel – including direct and indirect (WTT and T&D) 
emissions from flights (including RF), and rail travel), where verifiable data sources exist.

Non-verifiable Scope 3 emissions include Category 1 (Purchased goods and 
services – operation and management of real estate assets, calculated using 
QUANTIS Scope 3 evaluator tool based on spend), Category 2 (Capital goods – new 
properties, calculated using a detailed embodied carbon assessment of a real and 
representative new build property, Category 5 (Waste Generated in Operations 
calculated using QUANTIS Scope 3 evaluator tool based on spend), and Category 
7 (Employee commuting calculated using QUANTIS Scope 3 evaluator tool), where 
insufficient data is available to verify in accordance with the requirements of ISO 
14064-3:2006.

Emissions factors used are the 2020 ‘UK Government emission conversion factors 
for greenhouse gas company reporting’. Location Based Scope 2 emissions are 
calculated using the UK national average grid emissions factor as per the above 
guidance, whilst Market Based Scope 2 emissions are calculated using the supplier's 
contractual emissions factor which is zero for 96.5% of electricity. This amount is fully 
backed by REGOs. This portion is from renewable sources and fully backed by REGOs.

More detailed breakdown of emissions, including by asset and category, are 
reported via schemes including the CDP Climate Change Disclosure and GRESB Real 
Estate Assessment, and at www.unite-group.co.uk62
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Managing climate-related risks
Climate change represents a material risk to our business, 
which is why we have committed to fully implement the 
recommendations of the Task Force on Climate-Related 
Financial Disclosure (TCFD). As we work to become 
net zero carbon by 2030, we will increase our focus on 
the management and disclosure of climate-related risks 
and opportunities. We plan to share more details later 
this year including a detailed net zero carbon pathway 
showing how we intend to achieve our target. An overview 
against the four core elements of the TCFD guidelines are 
set out below.

1. Governance
Our new Sustainability Committee will meet regularly 
to ensure Board oversight of environmental, social and 
governance issues, and hold the business to account 
for performance in this area including the management 
of climate-related risk. Our Chief Executive has overall 
responsibility for our climate-related risks and opportunities 
with ongoing oversight of climate-related issues with 
our Sustainability Committee, a sub-Committee of the 
Board. The Board also undertakes a twice-yearly formal 
risk review (see page 64). Our new Sustainability Steering 
Group, chaired by the Chief Financial Officer, coordinates 
the implementation of our new Sustainability Strategy 
across the business, drives continual improvement, and is 
responsible for the assessment, management, and reporting 
of climate-related risks and opportunities. 

2. Strategy
We will undertake annual assessments of climate-related 
physical, transition and social risks under different climate 
scenarios over a short, medium and longer term, which will 
inform business planning and operational decisions. We 
already track climate change as a principal risk (see page 
79), but will disclose more detail later in 2021. Areas for 
focus are likely to include:

• Acute climate impacts: Increased frequency and severity 
of extreme weather (storms, flooding) resulting in 
damage to assets and disruption to operations and 
value chain.

• Chronic climate impacts: More frequent heatwaves 
and increased risk of overheating, potentially leading 
to customer dissatisfaction, risks to health, safety 
and wellbeing, reduced summer business, and capital 
expenditure to mitigate. 

• Asset stranding: Capital investment required to ensure 
all assets follow a 1.5°C decarbonisation trajectory 
and remain compliant with evolving minimum energy 
standards to avoid asset stranding and negative impacts 
on asset values.

• Energy/carbon costs: Ongoing increases and volatility in 
energy costs and potential new carbon charges resulting 
in increased operating costs.

• Changing customer behaviours: driven by shifting 
social norms, direct climate impacts, or increased costs 
resulting from the transition to a low carbon economy.

More detailed assessment of climate-related risks under 
different potential climate scenarios will be completed this 
year and inform ongoing business strategy and planning to 
ensure effective management and mitigation. This will be 
published during 2021. 

3. Risk Management
We are creating individual Asset Transition Plans charting 
each property’s journey to net zero carbon, and a Net 
Zero Carbon Pathway setting out our overall approach to 
becoming net zero carbon by 2030. These, along with our 
annual assessment of climate-related risks undertaken 
by our Sustainability Steering Group, will inform asset 
management and business planning decisions and so help 
build resilience and deliver the decarbonisation needed to 
limit warming to 1.5°C or lower. 

4. Metrics and Targets
As we strengthen our climate-related risk management, we 
will publish more detailed targets for this area. These are  
likely to include absolute and intensity metrics based 
on scope 1, 2 (market and location based) and 3 GHG 
emissions (see pages 61 and 62), utilities consumption and 
costs, EPC rating, flood risk and metrological data.
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