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Section 1: Overcrowded and Under-occupying Social 

Rented Households 

Introduction 

1.1 Opinion Research Services (ORS) was commissioned by local authorities in South East London to 

undertake Housing Requirements Studies in each borough and a Strategic Housing Market Assessment 

for the sub region.  The local authorities involved in the project are Bexley, Bromley, Greenwich, 

Lewisham and Southwark.    

1.2 The study drew on a wide range of secondary data sources. Primary data was also collected through a 

household survey based on a random probability sample.  The Household Survey was conducted 

between June 2007 and November 2008 and a total of 7,250 households were interviewed on a face to 

face basis.  Non-response issues were addressed by a comprehensive statistical weighting process.   

1.3 The following number of interviews were conducted at the given times  in each of the boroughs:  

 1,250 interviews in Bexley; (May-June 2008) 

 1,250 interviews in Bromley; (October-November 2008) 

 1,500 interviews in Greenwich; (July-August 2008) 

 1,500 interviews in Lewisham (June-July 2007) 

 1,750 interviews in Southwark (January-March 2008) 

1.4 This document represents an additional study analysing two key groups in the social housing sector: 

 Households who are overcrowded in the social rented sector 

 Households who are under-occupying their social rented dwelling. 

Overcrowding and Under-Occupation 

1.5 The number of rooms required by a household is assessed through analysing the household profile 

against an agreed “bedroom and living room standard”.  This requirement is then set against the 

number of rooms available in the home.  The bedroom standard used for the study is as follows, 

providing one bedroom for each of the following groups or individuals: 

 Each adult couple; 

 Each remaining adult (aged 21 or over); 

 Each pair of children of the same gender; 

 Each pair of children aged under 10; 

 Each remaining child that has not been paired. 

1.6 The number of rooms required is then set against the number of bedrooms in the current home, to 

determine the level of overcrowding or under-occupation. 
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1.7 Overall, a total of 40,130 households are currently living in technically overcrowded housing with as 

many as 307,610 of households technically under-occupying their property –43% of these by two 

bedrooms or more.   

Figure 1 
Overcrowding and Under-occupancy (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08.  Note: Figures may not sum due to rounding) 

Occupancy Level Total 

2+bedrooms too few 6,690 

1 bedroom too few 33,440 

Correct number of bedrooms 204,170 

1 bedroom too many 173,930 

2 bedrooms too many 105,620 

3+ bedrooms too many 28,060 

Total 551,900 

 

1.8 When split by tenure (Figure 2), it is clear that much of the under-occupation of dwellings occurs in the 

owner occupied sector, with 78.3% having too many rooms when compared with the bedroom 

standard.  In the social rented sector of the 159,230 households, 18,640 (11.7%) are overcrowded. 

Meanwhile, 51,860 (32.6%) are under-occupying their social dwellings when compared with the 

number of bedrooms they would be assigned by the bedroom standard. 

1.9 The reminder of this report concentrates upon the social rented sector where local authority policies 

have the opportunity to influence the occupation levels of dwellings.    

Figure 2 
Overcrowding and Under-occupancy by Tenure (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08.  Note: Figures may not sum due to 
rounding) 

Occupancy Level 
Tenure 

Total 
Owner Occupation Social Rent Private rnet 

2+bedrooms too few 1,160 2,410 3,110 6,690 

1 bedroom too few 6,150 16,230 11,070 33,440 

Correct number of bedrooms 54,730 88,740 60,700 204,170 

1 bedroom too many 108,070 39,500 26,360 173,930 

2 bedrooms too many 88,850 11,020 5,760 105,620 

3+ bedrooms too many 25,380 1,340 1,340 28,060 

Total 284,340 159,230 108,340 551,900 
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Overcrowding and Under-Occupation in the Social Rented Sector 

1.10 Figure 3 show the under-occupancy and overcrowding levels in the social rented stock by borough in SE 

London.  Nearly half of the overcrowded households in the sub-region are in Southwark, with this 

representing 14% of all social rented households in the borough.  As a percentage of the stock, the 

highest level of under-occupation is in Greenwich with 35% under-occupying their dwelling. 

Figure 3 
Overcrowding and Under-occupancy in Social Rent by Borough (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08) 

Borough Overcrowded Correct Number of Rooms Under occupation 

Bexley 840 8,110 4,500 

Bromley 1,870 9,980 5,170 

Greenwich 3,420 19,890 12,520 

Lewisham 4,190 18,090 11,610 

Southwark 8,320 32,680 18,060 

South East London Total 18,640 88,740 51,850 

 

1.11 Nearly half of all overcrowded households are lone parents, with adult couples with children also 

having many households in this category.  Single persons make up the largest group of those who are 

under-occupying, with groups of adults also being important.  The largest part of the group of adults 

category is formed by adult children living at home with their parents.  

 
Figure 4 
Overcrowding and Under-occupancy in Social Rent by Household Type (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08) 

Borough Overcrowded 
Correct Number of 

Rooms 
Under occupation Total 

Single person 0 22,170 9,290 31,460 

Lone parent 8,580 24,040 5,510 38,130 

Adult couple 0 3,720 4,910 8,630 

Adult couple with children 5,170 9,930 3,470 18,570 

Group of adults 2,410 9,400 7,230 19,040 

Group of adults with children 2,480 1,270 250 4,000 

Pensioner 0 18,220 2,120 22,340 

South East London Total 18,640 88,740 51,860 159,230 

 
1.12 The income profile of overcrowded households shows that over 5,000 households are overcrowded 

and have incomes of over £25,000 per annum.  Therefore these households may be in a position to 

help meet a larger share of the cost of addressing their overcrowding.  Similarly, there are over 7,500 

under-occupying households who have household incomes of over £25,000 per annum.  If alternative 

accommodation can be provided which is attractive to these households they may be persuaded to 

vacate their current property to allow an overcrowded household to meet their needs.  
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Figure 5 
Overcrowding and Under-occupancy in Social Rent by Household Income (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08) 

Household Income Overcrowded 
Correct Number of 

Rooms 
Under occupation Total 

0-£9,999 7,350 52,360 29,170 88,880 

£10,000-£14,999 3,160 11,680 8,880 23,720 

£15,000-£19,999 1,690 6,910 3,960 12,560 

£20,000-£24,999 1,260 3,520 1,940 6,710 

£25,000-£29,999 2,050 5,380 2,980 10,400 

£30,000-£39,999 1,160 3,450 1,550 6,160 

£40,000+r 1,970 5,440 3,380 10,800 

South East London Total 18,640 88,740 51,860 159,230 

 

 

 
1.13 However, while there are more than 5,000 households who are overcrowded with incomes of more 

than £25,000 per annum, very few of these households have significant savings.  Only 500 overcrowded 

households have savings of more than £1,000 in total.  Savings levels are higher for under-occupying 

households with over 6,000 having savings of more than £1,000.  

Figure 6 
Overcrowding and Under-occupancy in Social Rent by Household Saving (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08) 

Savings Overcrowded 
Correct Number of 

Rooms 
Under occupation Total 

None 18,000 78,200 44,040 140,250 

£0 -£999 230 2,270 1,470 3,970 

£1,000-£2,999 250 2,570 2,410 5,220 

£3,000-£4,999 30 2,090 1,130 3,240 

£5,000-£14,999 60 2,440 950 3,440 

£15,000+ 60 1,170 1,860 3,100 

South East London Total 18,640 88,740 51,850 159,230 

 
1.14 It should also be remembered that the bedroom standard used to assess overcrowding and under-

occupation is an objective standard and is not based upon the perceptions of the household.  Figure 7 

highlights that of the 18,640 households who are assessed as being overcrowded, 2,940 consider that 

they have about the right number of rooms in their dwellings.  Therefore, these households do not 

consider that they are overcrowded.  

1.15 Conversely, of the 51,860 households who are under-occupying their social rented dwelling, only 3,730 

feel that they have too many rooms with 2,320 considering that they have too few rooms.  Therefore, 

nearly as many under-occupying households consider they have too few rooms as consider they have 

too many, with the majority considering they have the correct number of rooms.  Therefore, it will be 

difficult to persuade under-occupying households to move to smaller dwellings. 
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Figure 7 
Overcrowding and Perceived Size Problems for Social Rent (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08.  Note: Figures may not sum due 
to rounding) 

Occupancy Level 
Household Perception 

Total 
Too Many Rooms About Right Too Few Rooms 

2+bedrooms too few 
0 320 2,090 2,410 

1 bedroom too few 0 2,610 13,550 16,230 

Correct number of bedrooms 430 65,850 22,390 88,740 

1 bedroom too many 1,170 36,280 2,040 39,500 

2 bedrooms too many 1,990 8,740 280 11,020 

3+ bedrooms too many 570 7,670 0 1,340 

Total 4,170 114,580 40,340 159,230 

 

Bedrooms Required  

1.16 Figure 8 relates the identified number of rooms required by households and the number of bedrooms 

which exists in the dwelling.  Therefore, the data indicates that there are 61,960 2-bedroom dwellings 

in South East London, but the total requirement for 2 bedroom dwellings when applying the bedroom 

standard is 47,400.  Therefore, there are technically sufficient 2 bedroom social rented dwellings if it 

were only to be occupied by households who require 2 bedroom dwellings.   

1.17 The same story applies to all dwelling sizes in South East London except for those with 5+ bedrooms 

(1,310 required, but only 630 exist) and for 1 bedroom dwelling (49,200 exist, but 79,080 are required).  

However, it should be stressed that this calculation is based upon households being in their correct size 

of dwelling. 

Figure 8 
Number of Bedrooms in Dwelling by Number of Bedrooms Required (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08.  Note: Figures may 
not sum due to rounding) 

Bedrooms Required 
Number of bedrooms 

Total 
1 2 3 4 5+ 

1 43,860 24,580 9,400 1,220 20 79,080 

2 4,550 28,430 12,980 1,450 0 47,400 

3 670 8,070 14,110 1,680 230 24,760 

4 120 870 3,210 2,270 210 6,680 

5+ 0 0 630 510 170 1,310 

Total 49,200 61,960 40,320 7,130 630 159,230 

 

1.18 In practice households are spread across a range of dwelling sizes which are not necessarily related to 

their current needs.  Figure 9 shows the size of dwellings occupied by overcrowded households.  This 

shows that over half of the overcrowded households are to be found in 2 bedroom dwellings, with 

most requiring moving to 3 bedroom dwellings.   There are also many who are currently in 1 bedroom 

who require 2 bedrooms and currently in 3 bedrooms, but require 4 bedrooms.  Therefore, if under-

occupying households cannot be persuaded to vacate their dwelling many larger social rented 

dwellings will be required. 
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Figure 9 
Number of Bedrooms by Overcrowding and Under-occupancy (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08.  Note: Figures may not sum 
due to rounding) 

Occupancy Level 
Number of bedrooms 

Total 
1 2 3 4 5+ 

2+bedrooms too few 790 870 630 110 0 2,410 

1 bedroom too few 4,550 8,070 3,210 400 0 16,230 

Correct number of bedrooms 43,860 28,430 14,110 2,270 80 88,740 

1 bedroom too many 0 24,580 12,980 1,680 260 39,500 

2 bedrooms too many 0 0 9,400 1,450 170 11,020 

3+ bedrooms too many 0 0 0 1,220 120 1,340 

Total 49,200 61,960 40,320 7,130 630 159,230 

 

Want to Move 

1.19 Of the 18,640 overcrowded households, 12,660 (67.9%) wish to move.  Of the 51,860 under-occupying 

households, 10,670 (20.6%) wish to move.  This again emphasises that persuading under-occupiers to 

vacate their properties will be difficult.  

Figure 10 
Want to Move by Overcrowding and Under -occupancy (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08.  Note: Figures may not sum due to 
rounding) 

Occupancy Level 
Want to Move 

Total 
Yes No 

2+bedrooms too few 1,760 570 2,020 

1 bedroom too few 10,900 5,120 16,230 

Correct number of bedrooms 30,430 57,060 88,740 

1 bedroom too many 8,260 30,750 39,500 

2 bedrooms too many 2,010 8,690 11,020 

3+ bedrooms too many 400 940 1,340 

Total 53,770 103,130 159,230 
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1.20 Overcrowded households are typically seeking to stay within the same area, with 87.5% seeking to stay 

with the sub-region.  Under-occupying households are more likely to be seeking to move elsewhere, 

with 35% seeking to leave the sub-region. 

 

Figure 11 
Where Overcrowded Households Expect to Move to 
(Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08   

 

Figure 12 
Where Under-occupying Households Expect to Move to 
(Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08) 

 
 

1.21 Figure 13 and Figure 14 show the reason given for wanting to move for overcrowded and under-

occupying households.  For over-crowded households the dominant reasons for wanting to move is 

that their home is too small.  For under-occupying households a more diverse range of responses were 

given;  while many did feel their current home was too large, many also wanted to move to other areas  

because they didn’t like their current area, or to be near their family.  It is also the case the many 

wanted to move because their current home is too small, and so would not be seeking to downsize.  

 

Figure 13 
Reasons for Wanting to move by Overcrowded Households (South East London Household Survey 2007-08) 
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Figure 14 
Reasons for Wanting to move by Under-occupying Households (South East London Household Survey 2007-08) 

 

 
1.22 Figure 15 shows the household incomes levels for overcrowded and under-occupying households who 

want to move.  This shows over 3,000 overcrowded households with incomes of over £25,000 per 

annum want to move, while around 1,700 under-occupying households with incomes of over £25,000 

wish to move.  

Figure 15 
Overcrowding and Under-occupancy in Social Rent by Household Income and Want to Move (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-
08) 

Household income Overcrowded 
Correct Number of 

Rooms 
Under occupation Total 

0-£9,999 5,420 17,500 6,270 29,190 

£10,000-£14,999 2,260 3,810 1,120 7,190 

£15,000-£19,999 990 2,110 1,220 4,330 

£20,000-£24,999 870 1,160 280 2,320 

£25,000-£29,999 1,060 1,870 760 3,690 

£30,000-£39,999 830 1,480 370 2,670 

£40,000+r 1,220 2,490 680 4,390 

South East London Total 12,670 30,430 10,680 53,770 

 

1.23 One group who potentially could vacate their existing property is older person households.  Figure 16 

shows that over 30% of older person respondents (aged over 50 years) feel that they are likely to 

consider a bungalow in the future, while 25% would consider a Council/HA sheltered housing scheme.  

There was much lower interested among current social tenants in private older person housing or in 

nursing homes.  
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Figure 16 
Dwelling Types Considered for Respondents Aged 50+ Years (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08) 

 
 
Health Problems 

1.24 Over 5,000 of the overcrowded households contain a member with a health problem. It is also the case 

that over 25,000 under-occupying households contain a member with a health problem.  

Figure 17 
Health Problem by Overcrowding and Under-occupancy (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08.  Note: Figures may not sum due to 
rounding) 

Occupancy Level 
Health Problem 

Total 
Yes No 

2+bedrooms too few 860 1,550 2,410 

1 bedroom too few 4,330 11,820 16,160 

Correct number of bedrooms 37,210 51,460 88,670 

1 bedroom too many 18,140 21,350 39,500 

2 bedrooms too many 6,950 4,070 11,020 

3+ bedrooms too many 800 550 1,340 

Total 68,290 90,800 159,230 

 

1.25 Of the overcrowded households, over 2,000 report that their health problems affect their housing 

requirements, while over 7,000 under-occupying households are similarly affected. 

Figure 18 
Health Problem Affect Housing Requirements by Overcrowding and Under-occupancy (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08.  
Note: Figures may not sum due to rounding) 

Occupancy Level 
Housing Requirements Affected 

Total 
Yes No 

2+bedrooms too few 200 660 860 

1 bedroom too few 1,880 2,450 4,330 

Correct number of bedrooms 11,370 25,700 37,070 

1 bedroom too many 4,960 13,020 17,980 

2 bedrooms too many 2,140 4,730 6,870 

3+ bedrooms too many 220 570 800 

Total 20,770 47,130 67,900 
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1.26 Nearly 2,000 overcrowded households do not currently have their health related housing requirement 

met, while over 4,000 under-occupying households have their needs unmet. 

Figure 19 
Health Related Housing Requirements Met by Overcrowding and Under-occupancy (Source: South East London Household Survey 2007-08.  Note: 
Figures may not sum due to rounding) 

Occupancy Level 
Health Related Housing Requirements Met 

Total 
Yes No 

2+bedrooms too few 0 200 200 

1 bedroom too few 150 1,740 1,880 

Correct number of bedrooms 5,850 5,460 11,310 

1 bedroom too many 2,430 2,530 4,960 

2 bedrooms too many 710 1,430 2,140 

3+ bedrooms too many 60 170 220 

Total 9,190 11,520 20,710 

 

1.27 Of those households with unmet needs, around 750 under-occupying households require to move to 

another dwelling to address their needs.  It is also the case that 2,250 households are under-occupying 

their current dwelling and require adaptations.  The Councils are therefore faced with a choice in these 

cases between providing the adaptations in the current home or seeking to move the under-occupying 

household to a more suitable property. 

Figure 20 
Adaptation for Those with Unmet Health Related Housing Requirements by Overcrowding and Under-occupancy (Source: South East London 
Household Survey 2007-08.  Note: Figures may not sum due to rounding) 

Occupancy Level 

Health Related Housing Requirements Met 

Total 
Physical 

adaptations would 
not resolve these 

needs 

Current home 
cannot be adapted 

Your current home 
could be adapted 

2+bedrooms too few 0 60 0 60 

1 bedroom too few 380 180 330 890 

Correct number of bedrooms 1,690 740 1,670 4,100 

1 bedroom too many 700 350 1,420 2,470 

2 bedrooms too many 370 320 740 1,430 

3+ bedrooms too many 0 90 70 170 

Total 3,130 1,740 4,240 9,110 

 

 


