
Living in a University City vs a Smaller Town:
Which Student Accommodation Option Suits You?

Where to base yourself during your studies
Choosing where to live while at university can shape your entire student experience. For many,
the decision comes down to two broad options: a bustling university city or a quieter smaller
town. Each has its own character, practical realities, and trade-offs. The right choice depends
on what you value most from your student accommodation and daily life. This article
compares both settings across several practical factors, helping you weigh what matters for
your own circumstances.

Atmosphere and daily life
A large university city such as Manchester, Birmingham or Edinburgh offers a constant hum of
activity. There are multiple student districts, each with a different vibe. You can find areas
known for late-night socialising, others that are more family-oriented, and some that sit close
to the main campus. The sheer number of students means you are rarely alone, and there is
always an event, club night, or society meeting to attend. For someone who thrives on variety
and energy, this is hard to beat.



Smaller towns such as Bath, Durham or St Andrews offer a different pace. The student
population is still significant, but the town centre is smaller and more contained. Daily life
tends to feel more intimate. You see familiar faces regularly, and local shops and cafes begin
to know your order. The quieter atmosphere can be a plus if you prefer fewer distractions or
want to focus on your studies without the pull of constant events. The trade-off is that the
range of entertainment, dining, and cultural options is narrower.

Cost of living and accommodation prices
Cost is often the first factor students consider. Generally, smaller towns have lower rents than
major cities, but the picture is more nuanced. In a university city, high demand drives up prices,
especially close to campus. You may need to share a flat with more people or live further out to
stay within budget. Utility bills, food costs, and transport also tend to be higher in cities.

In a smaller town, accommodation is usually more affordable. A larger room or even a studio
can be within reach on a typical student budget. Local shops and services often charge less,
and you may not need a bus or train pass because most amenities are within walking distance.
However, supply can be limited in very small towns. Good properties get booked early, and you
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have fewer choices. In some cases, purpose-built student accommodation in a smaller town
offers excellent value and a ready-made community, which can offset the lack of city buzz.

Transport and getting around
University cities almost always have extensive public transport networks. Buses, trams, and
trains connect student areas to campuses, libraries, and social spots. Late-night services and
student discounts make getting around easier. If you do not drive, a city gives you more
freedom without a car. On the other hand, walking times can be longer, and you may rely on a
timetable.

In a smaller town, most things are within a short walk or bike ride. Campus, the high street, and
your accommodation are often clustered together. This saves time and money on travel. Many
students find they get more exercise naturally and spend less on transport passes. The
downside is that if you need to travel to another city for placements, internships, or visiting
family, you may face fewer direct connections and longer journey times.

Social life and community
The social scene in a university city is broad and varied. You can find niche clubs, sports
teams, volunteering groups, and cultural events that match almost any interest. There are
multiple student unions, each with its own events calendar. Meeting new people is easy



because the pool of students is large and constantly moving. However, it can also feel
overwhelming or impersonal at first. Some students report that in a big city, it takes more effort
to form close friendships beyond surface-level acquaintances.

In a smaller town, the community tends to be tighter. You see the same people in lectures, in
the library, and at the local pub. Friendships often form more quickly because the social circles
are smaller and more interconnected. The student union is usually a single hub where most
events happen, which can create a strong sense of belonging. For students who value deep
connections over broad networks, a smaller town can feel more supportive. The trade-off is
that the social options are fewer, and if you do not click with the dominant crowd, it can be
harder to find an alternative group.

Academic environment and focus
If your priority is academic concentration, the environment matters. In a busy city, the constant
options for going out or exploring can be a distraction. Some students thrive on the stimulation
and use it as a break from study. Others find it harder to settle down. University cities also have
multiple libraries, study spaces, and academic resources spread across different sites, which
can be useful for research but may require travel between them.

Smaller towns often foster a more focused atmosphere. There are fewer temptations to pull
you away from your desk. The campus is usually compact, with everything in one place. This
can help you establish a steady routine. Many students in smaller towns report that they read
more, attend lectures more consistently, and feel less pressure to socialise constantly. For
courses that demand significant independent study, such as medicine, law, or architecture, this
can be a real advantage.



Hallbookers, Student Accommodation UK helps students search, compare and contact private
purpose-built student accommodation across UK university cities. When you are deciding
between a city or a smaller town, their platform can show you what is available in both
settings, letting you compare options side by side before you commit.

Housing quality and choice
The range of accommodation types differs noticeably between the two settings. In a university
city, you have access to a wide variety of housing: private halls, large shared houses, studio
apartments, and purpose-built blocks with gyms, study rooms, and social spaces. The
competition among landlords and providers tends to drive up standards, but it can also push
prices higher. You need to book early to secure the best options.

In a smaller town, the housing stock is more limited. There may be fewer purpose-built student
accommodation buildings, and older houses converted into flats are more common. However,
because demand is lower, you often get more space for your money. Some students find that
the quality of the property is higher because landlords in smaller markets need to work harder
to attract tenants. The downside is that if you have specific requirements, such as a particular
location or a studio flat, your choices may be limited.

Career and networking opportunities

https://www.hallbookers.co.uk/


University cities tend to attract employers, internships, and graduate schemes. Many large
companies target city-based universities for recruitment fairs and campus events. If your field
is competitive or industry-linked, being in a city can give you earlier access to work experience
and professional connections. Part-time jobs in retail, hospitality, or administration are also
more plentiful.

Smaller towns can still offer good career links, especially if the university has strong ties to
local employers. Some towns have specialised industries - for example, engineering firms near
a technical university or creative agencies near an arts college. But the overall number of
opportunities is lower. You may need to travel to a nearby city for interviews or internships. For
students who want a quieter study life but plan to move to a city after graduation, a smaller
town can still work well if you are proactive about seeking opportunities.

Making your decision
There is no single right answer. The choice between a university city and a smaller town
depends on your personality, study habits, budget, and what you want from your time at
university. If you value variety, anonymity, and endless options, a city will suit you. If you prefer
a close-knit community, lower costs, and a focused environment, a smaller town may be the
better fit.



When you start searching, it helps to compare specific properties in both settings. Hallbookers,
Student Accommodation UK can help you see what is available in different locations, so you
can make an informed choice based on actual listings rather than general impressions. Take
time to visit if possible, talk to current students, and think honestly about what kind of daily life
will help you thrive. The right accommodation is not just about the room - it is about the
environment that surrounds it.
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