
The Altogether New 
Agent Report
“Should I start my own agency?” is a 
question that thousands will have asked 
themselves. And industry statistics would 
suggest that many of those have answered 
with a yes, particularly in recent times. 

There is currently no regular tracker on the 
number of estate agencies in the UK, but it is 

clear from the sporadic data available that the 
numbers are rising rapidly. 

In a dynamic industry, part of this growth 
can be attributed to the growing number 
of professionals who are starting their own 
business - whether as a self-employed estate 
agent or in a more conventional agency model.



This army of new agency founders are often 
senior professionals who have worked in the 
industry for years and back themselves to 
be successful on their own. Some may have 
had long-term plans to go solo. Others may 
have grown tired of working hard to secure 
property listings and sales, only to see the 

1. https://www.estateagenttoday.co.uk/breaking-news/2015/11/over-16-500-estate-agency-businesses-in-the-uk-according-to-companies-house 

2. https://propertyindustryeye.com/number-of-estate-agents-in-uk-rises-by-over-500-so-far-this-year-despite-market-challenges/

3. https://www.hithorizons.com/uk/companies/stats-and-charts

profits go to the company directors. Others 
may have lost their job as a result of COVID-19 
and it has given them the opportunity to try 
something they might not have otherwise left 
secure employment for.

Christopher Watkin, the renowned estate 
agency mentor, has gone on record saying 
that he believes in the next ten years up to 
30% of estate agents will be on the self-
employed model. He is not the first to highlight 
the importance of personal branding in what 
remains a people-first industry. 

Alto works with estate agencies of all sizes to 
help drive efficiencies and we have seen the 
impact of this trend at first-hand. Now, we are 
exploring the issues, the challenges and the 
opportunities in more detail.

Starting an estate agency 
is not an easy undertaking 
and there are inevitable 
challenges to overcome, 
but get it right and the 
rewards can be fruitful.  
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We spoke to a 
panel of new 
estate agency 
founders to find 
out about their 
experiences, 
challenges and 
ambitions since 
setting up their 
own agency. 

Gareth Osgood launched 
Osgood Estates in November 
2020. Predominantly a 
sales agent in Surrey and 
the surrounding areas, 
he is starting to venture 
into lettings with the 
administrative support of 
another agency. 

Helen Worrall founded Tanlen 
Estate Limited, trading as 
Cardigan Bay Properties with 
Tania Dutnell in February 
2021. The two directors work 
from home selling properties 
throughout the northern 
parts of West Wales. 

Dean Higham founded 
Higham Estates in May 
2020. He has a team of 
four, covering property 
sales and lettings in and 
around Tyldesley, Greater 
Manchester. 

James Dowling, of Latcham 
Dowling, founded the 
business with Gary Latcham 
in January 2021. Working 
from a remote hub, they sell 
properties in St Neots and 
the surrounding areas in 
Cambridgeshire. 

Our industry 
panel



What made you start your own agency and why did 
you do it at the time you did?
Gareth Osgood “I saw a gap in the market 
locally for a high street service with online 
pricing and so I took the opportunity to start 
something that I had been toying with for 
a long time. I wanted an agency that could 
offer flexibility and greater attention to clients’ 
needs, for a more affordable price than a high 
street agent.”

James Dowling “I had an epiphany in 
lockdown. I was working for a large estate 
agency and it had become very corporate – 
everything based on figures and linked back 
to KPIs. It’s not what I believe an estate agency 
should be about so I spoke to my long-term 
friend and colleague, and we decided to do it 
ourselves.”

Dean Higham “I had thought about it for a 
while but there was a possibility that I was 
going to be made redundant and that gave me 
the push I needed.” 

Helen Worrall “Our story is slightly different. 
Tania and I have known each other for about 
30 years and worked together on and off for 
almost eight years. We both know this is the 
work we love but after the last year full of 
lockdowns and furlough, we reflected on life 
and for me, after I went back to work, things 
had changed.” 

“
Tania’s youngest daughter Sophie has severely 

complex special needs and illnesses, which meant 
she has spent most of the past year shielding and 
it was impossible to return to work while keeping 
Sophie safe. Setting up our own business together 
allows us to work safely together and deliver the 
service that we feel is important to the people of 

our local community.



What is your own background/experience? 
Helen Worrall “I actually started off working 
with horses, but changed direction in 2001. I 
returned to work in an estate agency when my 
son was six years old. I did that for three years, 
then worked in marketing for eight before 
returning back to estate agency over four 
and half years ago. Tania has worked in the 
industry for 18 years and worked her way up to 
branch manager of a local agency.”

James Dowling “I’ve worked 31 years in 
corporate estate agency and my business 
partner 26 years. I’ve worked my way through 
the ranks from a negotiator, to running a 
flagship office, area manager and then 
director. It was time for a change and I’m 
delighted I went for it.”

Gareth Osgood “I’ve worked within estate 
agency for almost 20 years including small 
independents and more corporate agencies. 
I have had lots of experience in that time 
where I have given a great service within a 
company and then someone else has dropped 
the ball further down the line, which can be 
frustrating.”

Dean Higham “I had five or six years at a 
market leading local estate agency, most 
recently as branch manager. My partner 
worked with me at the same agency so we 
knew we had what it takes to set up ourselves. 
We ran a successful operation, people knew 
us – of course it was a risk because of the 
pandemic but we’re not doing anything we 
haven’t done before, just under our own 
name.” 



What help, resources or information did you seek to 
help you start the business? 
Gareth Osgood “I sought advice from people 
in the industry I trusted, especially a couple 
of women who run their own independent 
agency that I have worked for in the past. I 
also found the offers available through Zoopla, 
Alto and Technicweb (as an all-inclusive 
bundle) helpful in making the start-up process 
fairly easy.”

James Dowling “I think it’s important to draw 
on your own experiences. Gary and I left good 
jobs with good pay and all of the security that 
comes with it. It’s been terrifying at times and 
we’ve both had moments of doubt but we 
felt with 57 years of combined experience, if 
we can’t do it then nobody can. We’ve seen 
colleagues who were working at a more junior 
level leave to set up on their own and be 
successful. We said to ourselves ‘if they can 
do it, we can.”

Helen Worrall “The NAEA was our first port of 
call. They have been brilliant with the help and 
support they gave us, pointing us in the right 
direction to ensure we complied with all we 
needed to. We also received a lot of help and 
advice from Business Wales and selected an 
excellent accountant who has been amazing 
with his advice and support. I was very 
fortunate to have worked with great IT guys 
in my marketing job so we got them to build 
our website too. Because we have chosen to 
work from home, having a good site is very 
important.”

Dean Higham “From my perspective I had 
managed at director level so I knew the day-
to-day running of a branch. It was more the 
business side of it, dealing with cashflow and 
profit management. I have a great accountant 
who helped me with advice. The crucial thing 
was making sure we’re not overspending, 
because I know we have bills to pay.”



What were your main concerns before you started?
Dean Higham “We opened in May 2020 so 
it was two months after COVID hit. We didn’t 
know how the market react at that point and 
we knew it would be a risk. We had been 
successful in the local market already but 
there was never a guarantee that would follow 
in COVID and under a different name. Would 
we fall flat on our face? Would people still be 
receptive to me as an individual?” 

Helen Worrall “I guess funding/financing the 
business was a concern.  Everything else was 
straightforward enough but working out how 
we would fund the business was a challenge. 
We overcame that with the incredible support 
given to us by friends and family members 
who, after many ideas and discussions, 
became our investors. Without their belief in 
us, we would not have been able to do this.”

Gareth Osgood “For me it was generating 
stock... getting listings is always going to be 
one of the biggest challenges for any estate 
agent.”

James Dowling “Our focus is absolutely on 
‘How do we make the phones ring?’. We’ve 
sold five properties this week but that’s 
irrelevant if we’re not getting more properties 
listed. We’re confident on our conversion rate 
once we get to a valuation, but getting the 
phone to ring is always going to be the main 
challenge.”



What have been your main challenges since you started?
Gareth Osgood “Getting up to speed on 
social media was a big one for me, including 
Facebook advertising which I had never done 
before, but I’ve fully embraced it and am 
always trying to look at new ways of promoting 
the brand. I appreciate brand awareness will 
always be a slow burner if you’re not throwing 
inexhaustible amounts of money at marketing 
but I have confidence that it will gain 
momentum and the business model is good 
enough to win business when I am competing 
against high street agents (as it already has 
done).”

James Dowling “We know that we need to be 
better than other (more established) agents 
and social media is a good example of that. 
We look at competitors who have been open 
four or five years but we’ve already got more 
followers and we’re getting up to five times 
the engagement they do. It’s a vital tool for 
independents.”

Dean Higham “I’ve been keen to make sure we 
can walk before we run. It’s easy to get carried 
away seeing the money that comes into the 
business, but we have to remember there are 
bills to pay and cashflow to manage. The first 
six months was the worry - now I know what 
we’re doing works so I’ll continue to do that 
day in, day out.” 

Helen Worrall “So far everything is going as 
well, if not better than we projected, but we do 
need more properties on our books. We have 
so many buyers registered on our database 
already, but as we all know, we are in the midst 
of a huge seller’s market and sellers are still 
reluctant to go to market yet.”



How do you stand out in the local market?
Dean Higham “We just do things differently. 
We advertise differently, our branding and 
colour palette are different, the way we 
approach things and communicate with 
customers. A lot of the old agencies do things 
the way they always have. We’re unique in 
what we do and we do what we say we will.”

James Dowling “One thing we do is to take a 
bottle of champagne with flutes and a box of 
chocolates, to present to the buyer at every 
key handover. It probably costs us £25 but 
today’s buyers are tomorrow’s sellers. It’s the 
kind of touch that a corporate estate agency 
can’t roll out on a mass scale, so we use that 
to our advantage to help stand out.” 

Helen Worrall “We’ve decided to work from 
home so we don’t have a High Street office 
and by doing that we can keep overheads 
lower, which is a saving we’re passing onto 
vendors. We’re doing a lot on social media 
too, including having our own Facebook 
Marketplace shop, rather than relying on 
portals to do that for us.”

Gareth Osgood “Ultimately it’s about providing 
an amazing service to a manageable pipeline 
of clients that value customer service and fair 
fees, which so far I think I’ve achieved. The 
reviews on Google and my website would 
certainly testify to that.”



Do high street offices have a future?
Gareth Osgood “I expect to see more start-
ups that don’t have shop premises in the high 
street. With most applicants sourcing their 
properties online, there’s definitely a gap in 
the market for more hybrid agencies that can 
pass on the cost benefits of not having those 
overheads to the vendor, whilst still providing 
a local, knowledgeable service.”

Dean Higham “I’m an advocate of shop 
frontages but I do think it depends where you 
live. In Tyldesley we have a busy high street full 
of people traffic and I saw from my previous 
employer how business dipped when they 
closed the local branch.”

James Dowling “I think high street agents will 
remain, but a lot will realise they simply don’t 
need big premises and the costs that come 
with them. We work from a serviced office and 
I’d expect to see more office-based locations 
and hubs.”



How do you see the industry changing in the 
short-medium term? 
Helen Worrall “We’re very lucky where we live. 
Our local industry was never really affected 
by Brexit or the fall out that followed. Prices 
have been rising steadily here for the past 
four years whilst other parts of the UK have 
suffered and whilst we know this is going to 
level off at some point, people are always 
going to want to move here. The location, 
the space and the value for money is a huge 
attraction and more younger people are 
moving here because they can work from 
home while raising their kids in a better 
environment, away from the busy towns and 
cities.”

James Dowling “I think we’re in for a good 
period. There’ll be more stock coming to the 
market once the Stamp Duty holiday ends 
in the last third of 2021 and that should 
help quell the overinflated prices that we’re 
currently seeing.”

Dean Higham “Personally I think we’ll have to 
see a market shift in the next six-to-12 months. 
I don’t see it being financially viable for prices 
to keep rising as they have been and when the 
Stamp Duty holiday finishes and the furlough 
scheme ends I think we’ll see a downturn. 
Saying that, if there’s one thing I’ve learnt in 
the last 12 months it’s that we don’t know what 
might happen!” 



Where do you see yourself and your business in five 
years? 
Helen Worrall “This is it for us, there’s no going 
back. We’ve made this huge commitment and 
people have put their faith in us, so we’ll build 
and grow the business as far as we can take it 
with just the two of us, working as we are from 
home. When we outgrow that, we’ll employ 
staff and perhaps then, look at office space. In 
five years we see ourselves employing at least 
two people, possibly more, and having a high 
street office if it’s needed.”

James Dowling “I expect to expand and hope 
to have a team of remote-based valuers 
covering a larger geographical footprint in five 
or ten years. At my age it’s important to think 
about an exit strategy too. I’m 50 - do I still 
want to be running the business when I’m 60? 
No, but I would certainly want to involved in 
some capacity.”

Gareth Osgood “I would like to get to the 
point where I can hire another member of 
staff to help with viewings within the next 
six months to a year and that will come with 
time as the brand awareness picks up and 
momentum builds. I’m now starting to pick up 
valuations/business from people that don’t 
know me (either directly or indirectly) so the 
marketing is beginning to work. My brand has 
already made roots in the local market and I’m 
over the moon with my decision to go it alone.”

Dean Higham “I’m keen to build a bigger 
lettings operation but it’s about maintenance 
for me. We’ve already got to a stage in 
12 months where we’re established and 
consistently number one or two in the local 
area. I’ve seen the risks of growing too 
quickly from past experience and I think it’s 
important to maintain that position rather than 
getting carried away with rapid growth. I want 
a maximum of one or two branches and a 
successful lettings business. That’s as much as 
we need.”



In focus: 
Latcham Dowling
In its first three months of trading from 
January 2021, Latcham Dowling sold an 
impressive 21 properties. More importantly, it 
has secured a constant stream of valuation 
appointments to ensure a good early stock 
of properties.  

Director James Dowling said: “Without 
a doubt, getting new listings is the most 
important thing for any new estate agent. 
We’ve been able to make good use of 
social media to promote ourselves locally 
and that’s vital, because once we get in the 
property we’re confident that we can convert 
valuations to listings.

“We’re up against corporate and long-standing 
agencies but some of them are stuck in the 
1980s and it shows. We stand out. We sold five 
properties in a single week in one local town; 
we didn’t set out to cover that town but we 
keep getting valuations from customers who 
say they’ve seen our boards and seen the 
brand on social media.” 

Top tips from 
estate agency 
founders. We 
asked each of the 
entrepreneurs 
who took part in 
our virtual panel 
discussion for 
their top tip when 
setting up solo. 

“Keep costs as low as possible to start. It can 
be very tempting to overspend, particularly 
if you’re being successful, but if you work 
hard and you do well then the rewards will 
come in time.”
Dean Higham, Higham Estates

“Be different. Have USPs that your competitors 
don’t so you stand out in the local market.”
Gareth Osgood, Osgood Estates

“Eat, sleep and read listings because it’s 
absolutely essential to get stock listed. 
I’d also urge any new agency to use 
social media to its full effect.” 
James Dowling, Latcham Dowling

“Just go for it. Don’t let anyone tell you that 
you can’t do it, because if we can do it, you 
can. Research everything, and make sure you 
comply with the regulations.”
Helen Worrall, Cardigan Bay Properties



The Altogether New 
Agent Report
See all the videos and download all 
the reports in the Altogether series at                         
altosoftware.co.uk/altogether 


