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ABSTRACT   
   
The rapid growth of higher education institutions in Malaysia is parallel with the 
growing demand of its population pursuing tertiary education. For such reason, 
universities and other tertiary education providers are constantly challenged in 
providing sufficient in-campus accommodation to help students living comfortably. 
Regardless of their continuous effort in improving their facilities, the issue of 
shortage of students’ accommodation persists; thus, boosting the demand for 
rental properties surrounding campus location. This opens the opportunity for 
homeowners who own rental units within proximity to a campus location to target 
students as their potential tenants. Therefore, it is worth the effort for homeowners 
to understand students’ preferences when searching for a rental unit. In line with 
the stipulated issue, this study aims to investigate university students’ perceived 
perception of five relevant criteria when searching for a rental house. This study 
employed a quantitative research design with a total of 150 respondents were 
successfully gathered via an online questionnaire. These respondents are off-
campus students studying at Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) Melaka campus. 
The result of the descriptive analysis revealed that many of the respondents 
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placed rental agreement as to the utmost important criterion when deciding to 
rent a property. It was followed by the location of the property, the surrounding 
security, rental price, and finally utilities and amenities. From this study, it was 
suggested that the homeowner should emphasize all the mentioned criteria as it 
was relatively perceived as significant by potential tenants.  It is recommended for 
future researchers to expand this study at other geographic locations in addition 
to examine other criteria focused on by tenants when searching for a rental house.   

Keywords: rental house, students, rental criteria.

1.0 INTRODUCTION

The Malaysian education system has drastically improved for the past few decades 
and this has significantly increased the enrolment of students in higher education 
institutions (universities) from 2002 to 2019 (“Ministry of Education”, 2019). This 
situation has forced universities to be equipped with decent facilities and services 
such as accommodation spaces, learning and recreational and other supporting 
facilities to provide a comfortable space for the students to live and learn (Muslim et 
al., 2012). However, past data showed that the increasing enrolment of the students 
is exceeded and cannot cater by the facilities provided especially accommodation 
in-campus (Khozaei et al, 2012; Johari et al, 2017). These situations create options 
especially for senior students to choose whether to stay in-campus accommodation 
or off-campus accommodation (Azeez et al, 2016). In-campus means living in 
accommodation facilities provided by the university. Students who live in-campus 
will enjoy all the benefits from the facilities but at the same time, they are expected 
to follow all the rules and regulations and be actively involved with the university’s 
activities (Razak et al, 2017; Johari et al, 2017). Some students prefer freedom, and 
privacy, so they opt to rent a house outside the campus. Off-campus means living 
outside the campus by renting a private house that is not under the management of 
the university (Hubbard, 2009; Kobuea et al,2017). 

According to Wong (2018), in the last few years, the housing rental market for 
student accommodation or rental houses for university students has become 
prominent in Malaysia. Growing demand for a rental house from a university 
student has created an opportunity to generate an income for the homeowner 
especially for properties near to the location of universities. People willing to 
convert their properties specially to cater to students’ needs in finding a good 
rental house. Even shop-houses have been converted into student hostels. Renting 
a house to a student brings out more profit since the rent cost is sometimes charged 
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based on the number of students living in the house. It is estimated that the return 
of this investment is significantly promising, from 5% to 6% (Lum, 2018). 

A study by Azeez et al (2016) stated that students are looking for a decent rental 
house with good environments and facilities so that they can stay comfortably and 
at the same enhance their academic performance. Living in a poor and inadequate 
house can lead to nightmares and stress. According to Lum (2018), students prefer 
large units so that they can share the cost of renting together with friends and bring 
the cost of rent lower for each student. Due to the strong demand on house rental 
among university students, it is worth for the homeowner to investigate the criteria 
of a rental house that can meet their future tenants need. Thus, this research aims 
to investigate students’ perceived criteria and perceptions when selecting a rental 
house.

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

Housing choices are an essential part of life, and the factors influencing these 
choices are diverse (Chen et al, 2018; Wang & Otsuki, 2015). Based on the above 
justifications, this study will present an extensive preview of the literature and 
research related to perceptions of tenants when looking for a rental house focusing 
only on house rental price range, security, strategic locations that are convenient 
for the tenants, and lastly utilities and amenities provided by the homeowner since 
it is the most common and preferable criteria that tenants especially universities 
students are looking for in a rental house. 

2.1 House Rental Price Range

	 Young adults especially students tend to have a below-average level 
of financial literacy and are lacking in access to financial services. Leaving the 
parents’ home often triggers a greater sense of financial responsibility (Heath, 
2008). Each property is considered unique; thus, is value differently (Cohen & 
Karpavičiūtė, 2017). As stated by Wickramaarachchi (2016), assessing the rental 
value of residential properties is a complex and challenging process. Tenants 
always looking for a reasonable price when renting a house and negotiation is 
important to make sure both parties (homeowners and tenants) are satisfied (Hajar 
et al, 2012; Rachmawati, 2016). Having reasonable rates does not mean having the 
cheapest prices. Students are normally attracted to housing areas near the campus 
and important facilities that offer affordable and reasonable rental prices (Razak et 
al., 2017). The study by Zainon et al. (2017) reported that majority of the tenants 
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prefer to stay near the city, as compared to the city centre because most of them 
can only afford to rent a house there. This is reflected in the rate of house rentals as 
houses located in the city centre are more expensive. However, some tenants prefer 
to move out to the suburbs due to the lower cost of living in addition to affordable 
(Oliver et al, 2016).

2.2 Surrounding Security

	 Security is also an essential factor that needs to be taken into consideration. 
It is important that a tenant feels safe and secure in the rental property (Hajar et 
al, 2012). Several studies (San, 2016; Robinson, 2018) agreed that it is a basic 
responsibility of the homeowner to provide the tenant with a secure home, adequate 
protection from intruders, free of all hazards of any types. This was supported 
by Zainon et al (2017) who also believes that tenant always hoping to live in a 
better and safe neighbourhood, such as in gated and guarded area residences with 
security guards patrolling the area all time. An active neighbourhood’s association 
is very important to strengthen the surrounding safety. Living in an area where 
there is evidence of community engagement is important to a lot of people. That 
is amongst the criteria that they look for when they attend open houses (Robinson, 
2018).

2.3 Location

	 According to Robinson (2018) and Zainudeen et al. (2006), location is 
the first criteria that prospective tenants look for in searching for a rental house. 
San (2016) stated that location usually will be represented by certain criteria to 
make it more functional and significant. Properties close to schools, hospitals, 
shopping centres and transportation do not stay very long in the rental house 
market (Robinson, 2018). A study by Zainon et al. (2017) reported that majority 
of the tenants prefer to stay near the city, as compared to the city centre, because 
of the proximity to their working place and other facilities which will provide 
services they need for the daily life.

2.4 Utilities and Amenities

	 In a rental house, utilities are another significant attraction point to the 
tenants. San (2016) believes that housing should provide under conditions which 
will promote good health including clean and adequate water supplies, stable 
electricity, and the removal of various kinds of waste. Studies by Chris & Somefun 
(2007) and Crone et al. (2004) explained the criteria that tenants’ searching for a 
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rental house to have at least the basics (semi-furnished) facilities include bedroom 
(bed and wardrobe), kitchen (stove), and proper drainage. This can help the tenants 
to at least save some cost in buying new furniture.

2.4 Rental Agreement

	 According to NST Property (2018), rental or tenancy agreement is a 
legal contract between the homeowner and the tenant. The agreement outlines the 
requirements that must be met by the tenant (Jane, 2017). The main purpose of 
having a rental agreement is to safeguard the interests of both parties. It covers the 
responsibilities of both sides for the duration of the tenancy. The rental agreement 
should be drafted carefully (Deoras, 2015). Tenants are protected under the rental 
agreement in terms of rent increases, property damage and maintenance, and 
insurance or property taxes for which the homeowner may be responsible. The 
homeowner too can write the lease for their protection against the tenants (Jane, 
2017). Therefore, the proper agreement should be made and is signed by both 
parties to benefit both homeowners and tenants, helping to reduce the potential risk 
of problems in the future.

3.0 METHODOLOGY 

This study focuses on one of the public universities in Malaysia as a qualitative case 
study to examine the academic progress monitoring of its undergraduate students. 
The university is chosen due to its typical environment in which feedback control 
approach is implemented in monitoring academic progress. A series of semi-
structured interviews with average duration of 30 to 40 minutes was conducted. 
The interviewees selected among the students who were taught by the researchers 
during the period of study. 

4.0 RESULT AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Demographic Profiles

	 150 students were involved in this study. Majority of them are female 
(65.3%) and studying at bachelor’s degree level (77.3%). All the students were 
off-campus students which mean they were staying in rental houses.

What Matters to University Students when Looking for a Rental House?
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Table 4.1: Demographic profile of respondents

4.2 Descriptive statistics on rental house criteria

	 Based on the result in Table 4.2, respondents agreed that all criteria listed 
in the table below are important when looking for a rental house. The lowest mean 
score corresponds to the factor of utilities and amenities while the highest mean 
score refers to the rental agreement, followed by location, surrounding security, 
and the rental price range.

Table 4.2: Mean score for each variable in the study
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Table 4.3: Mean score for each item in every variable
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Rental Agreement
From the mean score, it was found that majority of respondents agreed that the 
rental agreement should be provided (M = 4.43, SD = 0.65) and the agreement 
should be drafted appropriately (M = 4.39, SD = 0.68). On top of that, the 
responsibility of both parties should be stated clearly in the agreement (M = 4.39, 
SD = 0.73). Respondents also believed that the agreement should be signed between 
homeowners and actual tenants (M = 4.29, SD = 0.74) and the said documents are 
not amendable after signing (M = 4.17, SD = 0.74).

Location
From the mean score, it was found the respondents are looking at that strategic 
location when looking for a rental house (M = 4.35, SD = 0.70), that can facilitate 
their daily need (M = 4.29, SD = 0.76) such as near public transport (M = 4.11, 
SD=0.77) and near to school/workplace (M = 4.11, SD= 0.76). Respondents also 
agreed that the homeowners should explain the conditions and neighbourhood area 
to the tenants (M = 4.27, SD = 0.80).

Utilities and Amenities
From the mean score, the respondents agreed that when looking for a rental house, 
it is a bonus when rental house provided a fully furnished house (M = 4.19, SD 
= 0.74) and utility bill (M = 3.99, SD = 0.86) also deposit for utility bill (M = 
3.95, SD = 0.86) be included in the rental price to help the tenants estimate their 
budgeting monthly. However, at the same time, respondents still can accept a semi-
furnished rental house (M = 3.87, SD = 0.86) or not furnished at all (M = 3.48, SD 
= 0.92) since less commitment needed to taking care of the home owner’s property.

Surrounding Security
From the mean score, the respondents agreed that an effective security patrol (M= 
4.30, SD = 0.65) or at least the existence of security patrol (M = 4.27, SD = 0.65) 
plus an active neighbourhood association is needed (M = 4.28, SD = 0.71) in order 
to improve the security around the house. Respondents also will try to rent a house 
in large population neighbourhood (M=4.15, SD = 0.78). Respondents also agreed 
that it is the homeowner’s responsibilities to protect their property (M = 4.06, SD 
= 0.81).

Price Range
From the mean score, the respondents agreed negotiation on rental price should be 
made between the homeowner and tenants considering the conditions of the house 
(M = 4.34, SD = 0.69) and the location of the house (M = 4.17, SD = 0.70). Besides 
that, the respondents agreed that the rental rate can be changed if they don’t have a 
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legal rental agreement (M = 4.13, SD = 0.74). the respondents also slightly agreed 
that the rental price should be set depending on the income (M = 3.94, SD = 0.88) 
and economic conditions (M = 3.76, SD = 0.99).

5.0 CONCLUSION

This study explored students’ perceived criteria and perception when searching for 
a rental house. From the research result, it was revealed that respondents’ place 
the utmost emphasis on the rental agreement as well as location of the property, 
subsequently the surrounding security, rental price range and finally utilities 
and amenities when searching for a rental house. Therefore, it is imperative for 
homeowners who target universities students as their primary target market to 
consider the above factors in managing their rental units.

This research also addressed several limitations and recommendations following 
from earlier findings. Since this study targeted only off-campus students from UiTM 
Melaka Branch, findings produced were specific to the perspective of individuals 
representing the Malacca area. Therefore, the findings should cautiously be inferred 
or cannot be simply generalised to represent the entire population of off-campus 
students in Malaysia. It is recommended for future researcher to broader the study 
at other geographic location to get different perceptions regarding the preference 
on a rental house and search for other segments of the target market. 

Besides that, this study only observed the influence of five factors when searching 
for a rental house, hence it is recommended for future researcher to examine other 
potential criteria focused on by tenants when searching for a rental unit.
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