
Report to g15

Living a life in social
housing: a report from the
Real London Lives project

Julie Rugg and Leonie Kellaher

November 2014





Living a life in social housing

ii |Living a Life in Social Housing

Disclaimer

Views expressed in this report are not necessarily those of the University of York, the

Responsibility for any errors lies with the authors

Copyright

Copyright © University of York, 2014

All rights reserved. Reproduction of this report by photocopying or electronic means for
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mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise without prior written permission of the Centre for

Housing Policy, University of York.
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The Real London Lives research programme has been commissioned by g15.

g15 represents London’s largest housing associations, providing homes for 1 in 10

Londoners and building a quarter of the capital’s new homes. We are working to solve the

housing crisis by delivering good quality, affordable homes of all types. A core part of our

role also involves initiating and delivering wide-ranging social and economic development

activities in the communities where we work.

The 15 comprises A2 Dominion Group, Affinity Sutton, Amicus Horizon, Catalyst

Housing, Circle Group, East Thames Group, Family Mosaic, Genesis Housing Association,

The Hyde Group, L&Q, Metropolitan, Network Housing Group, Notting Hill Housing,

Peabody, Southern Housing Group.
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Executive summary

Chapter one: Introduction

The Real London Lives project aims to achieve a better understanding of the lives of

Londoners living in social housing, assessing their financial resilience given a range of

changes across labour and housing markets and in the context of Welfare Reform.

A telephone survey has taken place of 1,648 working-age tenants of the g15 group of

housing associations; results from that survey have been reported separately. From this, a

sample of 54 tenants has been selected for qualitative face-to-face interview, which took

place over the winter of 2013/14.The research is longitudinal, and will be returning to those

tenants a year after the first interview.

This first report from the qualitative interviews is an introduction to the households, and

uses a ‘pathways’ approach. This approach defines the dynamics of household change,

focussing on how tenants came to be in their current housing and financial circumstances,

and their likely future trajectories. Two further planned reports will review in more detail

the issues of work and financial resilience.

Chapter two: Becoming a social housing tenant

The route to a social housing tenancy in London is neither straightforward nor easy. The

majority of respondents had simply waited for a very long time for a tenancy to become

available. Some had spent much of their adult lives waiting. Almost all spent time waiting in

the private rented sector. Some couples started their families whilst living in shared

property. The simple fact of being overcrowded was not an automatic passport to being

offered a tenancy.

Other households arrived at social housing following some sort of emergency which in some

cases included actual rooflessness. In these cases the extended wait for a permanent

property tended to take place in hostels or temporary accommodation.

The respondent experiences indicate that neither lone parents nor adult migrants had any

particular advantage in the process of securing a social housing tenancy. The majority of

lone parents in the sample had accessed their tenancy as a couple, and became a lone parent

by dint of relationship breakdown or through the death of their partner. Adult migrants had

lived either with relatives or in the private rented sector, again usually for an extended

period.
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Chapter three: Household change over time

The respondents are best understood in term of their household ‘type’, which do not

necessarily conform to the standard classifications.

 Young families [24] were the largest group in the study, and included households with

children below the age of 12, and which were likely to see their housing needs

expanding over time; child-care issues were more acute for this group, and there could

be reliance on extended family for care so that parents could work.

 Mature families [17] comprised lone parents or couples with children over the age of 12.

Many of these families contained adult children who had not been able to leave the

parental home.

 Grandparents as care givers [3] were a small group of single people or couples no longer

living with their adult children, but offering active support in terms of child-care to

grandchildren.

 Grandparents as care receivers [1] comprised an older respondent couple who were reliant

on nearby family members for some element of care. These respondents were looking to

move into an adapted property.

 Families without children [6] were older couples or individuals who had no children

themselves but who retained strong familial connections which carried some level of

intergenerational support.

 Isolated individuals [4] lived alone, often with no local family networks. Their

circumstances often either reflected or resulted in mental health difficulties.

These categories are fluid, and movement between them is inevitable as time passes.

Chapter four: Financial trajectories

Ten of the respondents in the survey were not in a position where they would be expected to

work, either because of mental health problems or physical disabilities. Twenty-nine of the

remaining 44 respondents were in work.

A quarter of the respondents were paying all their rent themselves from their earned

income, and another quarter was paying part of their rent. The remaining half was fully

reliant on housing benefit.

Thirteen were in what might be termed ‘good’ jobs with a level of professionalism and

prospects for advancement. These jobs were not always full-time: the dual-income
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households generally had one part-time worker. Sixteen were in low-paid part-time or

fluctuating work, often in cleaning, retail, catering or skilled manual trades.

Households’ financial circumstances are best reflected as a combination of income,

expenditure, degrees of external familial support, and skill in money management.

Fourteen respondents were in a favourable financial situation, and in the position where

they either had a steady income or were in a strong position to increase their earned income,

and were good financial managers.

The majority of tenants were ‘holding steady’ in that their expenditure closely matched their

income but with little room for manoeuvre. This group included some full-time workers, but

the majority were wholly reliant on benefits and had little prospect of increasing their

income through work either because of disability or long-term care commitments. All

households in this group were highly skilled at money management, and generally got by

through cutting expenditure to a minimum.

Twenty households were in a much less favourable financial position. Some were in the

process of disentangling themselves from complex indebtedness, and nine were still

spiralling downwards and continuing to accrue debt. Five respondents were living at what

is here termed ‘sub-subsistence’ level, getting by on incomes below the Job Seeker

Allowance limit, generally as a consequence of restrictions in housing benefit, or problems

with council tax.

Chapter five: Overcrowding

Categorising respondents’ housing and financial trajectories makes it easier to understand

their housing behaviours, and in particular their responses to overcrowding and under-

occupation.

Twelve households in the study were overcrowded, when applying the Social Sector Size

Criteria (SSSC). Almost all these households were young families. In some instances,

overcrowding was acute: for example, one family of four was living in a one-bed flat. Nine

households were looking to move, but some were finding obstacles within the social

housing system including a lack of available property, restrictions on transfer due to rent

arrears or the inability to swap because their properties were damp or in disrepair.

The mature families that were overcrowded often deemed it best simply to wait out the

situation, which would resolve itself as adult children moved out.
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Chapter six: Under-occupation

Fourteen households were in properties that were too large for their needs, according to the

SSSC.

It was most commonly the case that under-occupation occurred because adult children had

left the parental home, although two households had been moved into property that was

over-large for their households needs prior to the introduction of the SSSC.

Six of the households who were under-occupying were planning to move, but not

necessarily as a consequence of the housing benefit restriction. Even before the benefit

change, these six had all been seeking property more suited to their household needs.

Twelve of the fourteen households were subject to a reduction in their housing benefit as a

consequence of under-occupation. In two instances, the shortfall was being met through

earned income, although in neither case was the benefit shortfall a reason why the

respondents took up work.

In the remaining cases, the shortfall was being met through other benefit income, and

tenants were living at sub-subsistence level.

Chapter seven: Conclusions

A number of conclusions have begun to emerge from this research. In particular,

respondents viewed social housing as having a positive impact on their lives, in contributing

to aspiration, enhancing financial independence, promoting family cohesion and providing

a buffer for misfortune.

The financial resilience of households is being tested by a number of issues. Tenants are

likely to see Welfare Reform as just one of a number of challenges that also includes rising

utility costs and food prices. Despite a high level of skill and discipline in money

management, many households were finding it increasingly difficult not to fall into debt.

Tenant commitment to employment was strong, as was the desire and willingness to deliver

care on a largely informal basis to members of their extended household.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Introduction

This report is derived from research commissioned by g15, a group of the largest housing

associations in London. The research aims to extend an understanding of the lives and

experiences of g15 tenants, at a time of considerable flux in the labour and housing markets

and welfare change. A number of reports on the research will be published. The first stage

qualitative report is already available.
1

The qualitative element of the study, is represented

for the first time here, and focuses on housing. Further qualitative reports will consider

work and financial resilience. The reports reflect on findings from quantitative and

qualitative research on a cohort of 1,648 g15 tenants who were under pension credit age at

the time of the first interview in 2013, and not living in supported housing.

The research constitutes a representative selection of working-age tenants living in housing

association properties in London. There was no distinction in tenant selection as to the work

circumstances of respondents, or the degree to which they were reliant on state benefits. The

selection includes tenants who were shared owners, and people who were paying

intermediate rents. Detailed, face-to-face interviews were completed with 54 of those

households over the winter of 2013/14. Further rounds of qualitative and quantitative

research will take place.

This report gives an extended outline of the types of household living in housing association

properties, using a ‘pathways’ approach. This approach characterises respondents not in

terms of static ‘snapshots’ of their circumstances at the time of the interview but as being on

series of pathways or trajectories. Using this approach it becomes possible to offer a more

nuanced assessment of respondents’ circumstances, and to understand better the ways in

which those respondents considered their various housing and labour market options, and

their degree of financial resilience. This report will concentrate on the family and housing

circumstances of the g15 tenants. The pathways approach to analysis offers a fresh

perspective on understanding tenants’ lives by focussing on longer-term behaviours and

stressing the ‘lived’ experience of housing in London.

1 D. Rhodes (2014) Report of a Telephone Survey with g15 Tenants, London: Real London Lives. Available at:

http://www.reallondonlives.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/ON02052-Circle-G15-Report-v6-FP_WEB.pdf
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The London housing market

London’s housing market is highly pressurised. Between 2001 and 2011, London’s

population increased by 8.3 per cent with over 250,000 new households adding more than

1m individual residents to the Capital.
2

Population increase has not been met by a

commensurate growth in housing supply, which has meant that household sizes have

typically increased, from an average of 2.38 persons in 1991 to 2.48 in 2001.
3

Furthermore,

London housing is characterised by high density: around half of properties are flats or

maisonettes.

Increase in the demand for property has been reflected in a growing affordability gap. It has

been argued that price inflation in the capital has been driven by overseas investment,

estimated at £5.2bn in 2011.
4

However, there is disparity across London. According to Land

Registry figures, the average house price for Inner London in the last quarter of 2013 was

£650,117; for Outer London, the average was substantially lower at £352,453.
5

House prices

were falling in some Outer London boroughs including Barking & Dagenham, although

even here the average house price remained over £184,000.
6

The proportion of London

residents in owner occupation has been declining: since 1993, the percentage has dropped

from just below 40 per cent to just below 30 per cent. The 2011 census indicated that, since

the last census, private renting has overtaken social renting in the proportion of residents it

houses in the capital.
7

Nationally, these two tenures were equal in size.

Excess demand for social housing in London is evidenced in homelessness statistics, which

indicate that one quarter of all households accepted as homeless in England in 2011 were in

the London region, as were 75 per cent of households that were in temporary

accommodation. Over thirteen per cent of social housing tenancies in London are

overcrowded compared with an average of five per cent across England as a whole.
8

In

2013, there were in excess of 240,000 people on waiting lists for local authority housing in

London.
9

2 Census Information Scheme, Trends in Housing Tenure (2013).
3 GLA (2014) Housing in London, London: GLA, 2.5.
4 Heywood, A. (2012) London for Sale? An Assessment of the Private Housing Market in London and the Impact

of Growing Overseas Investment, London: The Smith Institute.
5 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-housing-market-and-house-prices, Live

table 581.
6 Ibid.
7 GLA (2014) Housing in London, London: GLA, 2.11.
8 Whitehead, C. and Travers, T. (2011) The Case for Investing in London’s Affordable Housing, London: g15.
9 http://data.london.gov.uk/datastore/package/households-local-authority-waiting-list-borough
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The g15

The g15 comprises a group of the largest housing associations operating in London (Table

1.1).

Table 1.1: The g15

A2 Dominion Group East Thames Group Metropolitan

Affinity Sutton Family Mosaic Network Housing Group

Amicus Horizon Genesis Housing Association Notting Hill Housing

Catalyst Housing The Hyde Group Peabody

Circle Housing L&Q Southern Housing Group

Between them, the g15 houses around 500,000 individuals, although that number does

include some residents living outside of the Greater London area. The g15 offer a range of

housing products, including general needs housing set at ‘social’ rents; affordable rent

properties with rents capped at around 69 per cent of the market rent, and intermediate

rental properties, where the rent generally sits between the social rent and the market rent.

The g15 also offer shared housing opportunities, which comprise around seven per cent of

all units.
10

In the study’s first telephone survey of g15 tenants living within Greater London,

88 per cent of respondents were in general needs housing, 8.7 per cent were in shared

ownership and 2.6 per cent were in affordable rented property. Just 0.5 per cent was paying

intermediate rents.

Table 1.2: Examples of the spread of weekly rents of eight of the g15 housing associations

in a selection of boroughs by property size

One bed Two bed Three bed Four bed

Lowest Highest Lowest Highest Lowest Highest Lowest Highest

Barnet 91.84 105.35 104.13 119.72 115.28 134.64 122.15 151.36

Brent 89.27 105.56 107.36 119.08 126.05 139.04 134.61 147.22

Camden 106.12 119.41 114.03 129.66 127.22 146.39 143.47 150.08

Ealing 93.47 102.22 108.58 122.07 131.67 137.29 139.23 148.17

Harrow 96.82 109.42 108.49 130.83 121.09 142.57 139.83 150.32

Tower

Hamlets

94.55 124.09 109.66 135.06 127.01 142.58 134.47 153.83

Source: g15 housing associations

The research

The research constitutes a multi-method longitudinal cohort study of g15 tenants under

pension credit age at the time of first contact, and who were not living in sheltered or other

10 London Assembly (2013) Housing Associations and the Delivery of Affordable Housing in London, London:

London Assembly.
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supported accommodation. The research aims to contact those respondents once a year for

three years from 2013. Respondents were drawn from five of the g15 housing associations –

Circle Housing, East Thames, Hyde, L&Q and Network – and were living across London.

There were qualitative respondents in each Inner London borough, and in all the outer

London boroughs except Ealing, Hillingdon and Sutton.

The study includes quantitative telephone surveys, the first of which was conducted in July

and August 2013.
11

At the time of writing (August, 2014), a second telephone survey was in

the field. The first survey had 1,648 respondents who gave information on their housing and

economic circumstances, and the economic circumstances of other people living in their

household.

The qualitative respondents

The qualitative respondents were drawn purposively from the initial quantitative survey. In

order to ensure that a range of household types and circumstances were included in this

part of the study, possible respondents were grouped into six types of household, as shown

in Table 1.3. The groupings were indicative of the intent to cover a range of issues in the

interviews, including the problems with negotiating work and childcare, particularly for

single parents; the experiences of dual-earner households; those households where illness or

disability restricted the ability to work; all-adult households where in theory all household

members would be able to work; and households containing individuals who had migrated

to the UK as adults. This last category was included in order to review pathways into social

housing and possible problems with getting into work.

The table also indicates the number of completed interviews in each category.

Table 1.3: Household types and number of respondents

Household type
Number of

interviews

Dual-parent families where one or both parents were in work 11

Single parent families 9

Households containing an individual with a condition or disability that limited their

engagement with the labour market

12

All-adult households, including households containing couples with no dependant

children; couples or lone parents with one or more adult children living with them;

and single-person households

12

Any household containing any individual who migrated to the UK as an adult 10

TOTAL 54

11 D. Rhodes (2014) Report of a Telephone Survey of g15 Tenants.
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The initial intention was to complete a total of sixty interviews, with twelve households in

each category. However, twelve scheduled interviews did not take place as arranged, as

some respondents withdrew at short notice because of pressure on their time, family

commitments or illness. Nevertheless, at least nine interviews were completed in each

category.

Twenty of the respondents were located in Inner London boroughs, and 34 in Outer

London. There was some clustering of interviews in Croydon, Greenwich, Islington,

Lambeth, Newham and Waltham Forest, although respondents came from eighteen

boroughs in total. Respondents were selected in order to ensure a good representation of

experience across both Inner and Outer London. Map 1.1 indicates the geographic spread of

respondents.

The 54 qualitative respondents were living in a range of property types. Twenty were living

in houses, and 34 were living in flats. The majority of respondents in houses lived in three-

bed properties (11), and six lived in two-bed houses. Larger houses were unusual in the

sample: one respondent lived in a five-bed house with her eight children, and two other

families were in four-bed houses although in two of these three cases the households

included children with severe disabilities.

Table 1.4: Respondents’ property type and location

Inner London Outer London

Flats

1-bedroom 3 9

2-bedroom 8 10

3-bedroom 4 -

Houses

2-bedroom 2 4

3-bedroom 3 8

4-bedroom - 2

5-bedroom - 1

TOTAL 20 34

Eighteen of the respondents lived in two-bed flats, a further twelve were in one-bed flats

and four lived in three-bed flats. These flats were a mixture of purpose-built accommodation

and conversions. Some of the converted properties were large Victorian town houses that

had been split into two separate properties, and sometimes the respondents were living over

two floors within those properties. These properties had the advantage of being spacious

and light, but high ceilings and bay windows made them difficult to keep warm. Residents

were often happy with their new purpose-built accommodation, but increases in the service

charge were a common complaint.

All respondents were asked their permission for the interviews to be digitally recorded.

Interviews took place both in the day and in the evening and in a couple of instances at
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weekends, and lasted between twenty and sixty minutes since respondents varied in the

amount of personal detail they were willing to volunteer. The interview schedule was semi-

structured, allowing for the exploration of a number of themes, but also giving space for

respondents to elaborate on the issues they themselves considered important.

Principle headings in the interview included:

 Nature of the property and its suitability for the household

 Who was living in the household

 Care responsibilities within the household

 How the household came to be living where it was

 Any demographic change to the household since moving in

 Any intention to move

 ‘Connectedness’ to local community

 Employment circumstances of all adults in the household

 Benefit history

 Management of household finances

 History of debt and current indebtedness

 Views on financial trajectory

Interview analysis was based on detailed notes taken from the recorded interviews,

configured on a thematic matrix. Despite the small number of interviews, summary analysis

data were entered into SPSS, a statistical package, as a basic check on – for example – a

particular experience being more or less commonplace or exceptional, and to allow for cross-

tabulation. In this report, respondents will be referred to using their preferred title with

randomly selected initials. Some details will be deliberately obscured to protect

confidentiality.

The Report appendix gives a succinct summary of the household, housing and employment

circumstances of the 54 qualitative respondents, listed alphabetically. It will be seen that the

respondents varied substantially, and this material underlines the problems attached to any

generalisation about housing association tenants. The study includes young people at the

beginning of their working and family lives; complex households including three

generations of the same family; single isolated individuals; workers in retail, primary health

care, catering and the education system; people with severe mental and physical disabilities;

and people with a variety of ethnic backgrounds. The sample represents families and
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individuals at very different ages and life-stages, and which taken together are ultimately

able to offer a nuanced commentary on lives lived in social housing

Map 1.1: Location of qualitative interviewees within Greater London (postcode sectors)

The ‘pathways’ approach

There are many ways in which it is possible to gain an understanding of social housing

tenants. Snapshots based on survey data are able to quantify the number of tenants fitting

particular criteria at any single moment in time, and so can isolate core demographics such

as the way households are constituted, their size and the ages of household members. This

report will use an alternative approach, and considers households as more dynamic entities

whose fortunes relate not just to housing, but to employment, health, and less tangible

elements such as aspirations.
12

Housing policy research tends not to accommodate this

complexity, but nuanced narrative is necessary when the goal is to understand housing

behaviours and financial resilience.

12 Beer, A., Faulkner, D., Paris, C. and Clower, T. (2011) Housing Transitions through the Lifecourse, Bristol: Policy

Press, 32.
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It became evident that the initial household types as defined at the outset were not the most

effective way to group respondents. Using the biographies emerging from the interviews,

the report will consider a series of questions as they relate to:

 Young families [23], where there were one or more children at primary school age,

and/or where an individual or couple may be childless but under the age of 35. These

were all types of household where it is likely that housing need will increase in the

short or medium term;

 Mature families [17], which were dual or even triple-generation households where

children were aged 12 and above or were themselves adult. There is a likelihood that

these households will decrease their housing consumption in the short or medium term,

as adult children leave the parental home and become independent;

 Care-giving grandparents [3], where older individuals or couples continued to act as the

active head of an extended family, often offering care and support to adult children and

grandchildren. These grandparents were generally still living in the home in which they

brought up their family;

 Care-receiving grandparents [1], a couple who were largely reliant on the care they

received from their children in order to continue living independently. These

respondents were looking to downsize into smaller, adapted properties;

 Families without children [6], including older couples (aged 35 and above) or individuals

with no children, or where the children lived some distance away. These people may

still have strong local familial relationships with their own parents, siblings, nieces and

nephews; and

 Isolated individuals [4], aged 35 and above, who had no local family connections, perhaps

because they were the single child of parents who are now deceased, or perhaps

because they have become estranged from their families, or whose families were living

in another country. These individuals tended to settle in single-person properties and

had likely change to housing need.

It will be immediately evident that households can move from one of these categories to

another, and indeed during the course of the research these dynamics were in some

instances already in play.

A second key framework is to consider the financial standing of the respondents in question.

This is not simply or solely a question of whether a household is in work. Rather, the issue

rests on the balance of income and expenditure and the respondents’ abilities to manage

their finances. Again, it is possible for households to move from one status to another, but in
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this research the following frameworks have again been derived through respondents’

accounts of their financial situation:

 Sub-subsistence [6], where were incomes falling below the level of Job Seekers’

Allowance or Income Support, largely as a consequence of sanctions to that benefit or a

requirement to meet debt repayments including arrears in rent or utility bills. These

individuals had no access to routine financial assistance from family, and were

generally extremely careful financial managers;

 Declining [9], or in the process of accruing complex debt which could include a

combination of arrears on rent and utilities, council tax payments, consumer debts and

payday loans. These households were juggling bills, and despite generally being in

work had income insufficient to cover all expenditure;

 Halted decline [6], or in the process of resolving complex debt with income and

aspiration to achieve financial viability although the process is likely to take some years;

 Holding steady [19], with income and expenditure in balance although that balance may

be precarious. These households were not accruing debt but they were also not saving

and were vulnerable financially to crisis events such as extended periods of illness or

funerals;

 Aspiring [11], with income sufficient to allow for saving. These households were

investing in their children’s education or looking towards home ownership in the

medium or long term;

 On a comfortable plateau [3], with a good level of income. However, these households

may also carry consumer debt which made them vulnerable in the event of extended

illness or unemployment.

The value of this more dynamic approach is that allows for a more nuanced understanding

of a household’s financial standing, beyond simply knowing their income or level of benefit

dependence. It will be immediately evident that there is a substantial difference between a

household climbing out of debt, one that is ‘holding steady’, and a household falling into

financial difficulty although in all three cases the income may be the same.

Taking these contexts into account, a life in social housing can be extremely eventful and

complicated to map. The report appendix indicates just how varied these lives are. Nuclear

families are created and sometimes recreated, as relationship breakdown and mortality

fractures families and builds new households. The ability to engage with the labour market

shifts over a lifetime, and can be dependent on health and care responsibilities. Getting a job

may not lift people immediately into a position where they are holding steady, financially. It

can take years to clear long-standing debt. A life in social housing may be lived in a single
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property over a number of decades, or include numerous moves within the social housing

sector. Some lives are less eventful: there are individuals in the study who may have lived

alone in the same property for ten years or more. However, approaching each respondent as

a dynamic entity understands that there is no ‘end’ stage to a particular story.

This first report in a series aims to introduce the households who are part of the research, in

terms of both their household dynamic and their financial circumstances. There is – as

Clapham recognises – a tendency to ‘assume simple and universal household attitudes and

motivations’.
13

In actuality, a person’s household circumstances dictates their attitudes

towards their housing options. This first report begins by considering the ‘fit’ between

households and their housing, which is a particularly pertinent issue given the pressure on

London’s housing market and the reduction in housing benefit to households deemed to be

‘under-occupying’ the property in which they were living.

Structure of the report

The Rhodes (2014) report outlined the demographic characteristics of the g15 tenants,

underlining the fact that this is by no means a homogeneous group in terms of housing

configuration and degree of dependence on welfare. This qualitative report also takes time

to examine diversity amongst housing association tenants. Chapter two begins by reviewing

how long people had lived in social housing, and the pathways taken to achieve their

tenancy. Chapter three then goes on to consider the kinds of household evident in the study,

defined as a household type that has some degree of dynamism. Households did not

necessarily have static housing need, and often anticipated change. Chapter four then

addresses the trajectory of respondents’ finances, indicating a strong level of engagement

with the labour market amongst social housing tenants. However, some groups are in a

precarious position, financially, and with very little opportunity to improve their

circumstances.

The complexity of housing behaviours is illustrated in chapters five and six which consider

the linked issues of overcrowding and households under-occupying their properties. These

chapters rest largely on definitions as laid out by the Social Sector Size Criteria. Twelve of

the respondents were living in properties that were too small for their household’s needs,

and thirteen were under-occupying. However, there was a variety of responses to the ‘fit’ of

the house, which indicates that simplistic incentives encouraging tenants to move are likely

to work only in certain defined circumstances. Respondent experience indicates that

occasional mismatch between house and household size is to some degree an inevitable

13 Clapham, D. (2002) ‘Housing pathways: a postmodern analytical framework’, Housing, Theory and Society, 19,

57-68, 67.
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consequence where families live extended periods in social housing, and that moving house

with every household change is not a sensible response.

Conclusion

The lives of social housing tenants are not necessarily well understood, and there is a

tendency to view this group as a mass, defined by high levels of benefit dependency, lone

parenthood, long-term unemployment and limited aspiration. This research is based on a

sample of housing association tenants who are all under pension credit age, and whose lives

demonstrate remarkable diversity.

Little qualitative research has considered the longer-term dynamics of living a life in social

housing. In London, the need to ensure effective use of the social housing stock creates an

imperative to understand the housing behaviours that lead to overcrowding and under-

occupation. Taking a ‘pathways’ approach allows for more careful consideration of way in

which the housing decisions of housing association tenants are affected not just by their

family and financial circumstances, but more pertinently by the trajectory of those

circumstances. The following chapter begins to create a context for this discussion, by

addressing the ways that the g15 tenants came to be living where they were.
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Chapter two: Becoming a social housing tenant

Introduction

This chapter considers the circumstances in which the respondents came to be living their

lives in social housing. It is not the intent of this report to present a detailed assessment of

the complex administrative processes by which a social tenancy is sought and negotiated. A

great deal of research and debate has covered the shifting policies underlying housing access

and allocation. Here, the process is considered rather more in terms of tenants’ housing

trajectories, and the routes taken. The common theme in all the narratives presented was the

length of time it took for a tenancy to become available: indeed, some of the tenants had

spent much of their adult lives waiting. It is often contended that two groups are somehow

able to leapfrog this process: young single mothers and migrants from overseas. The

experiences of respondents in these categories will be represented here. Overall it was

evident that in London, within the last fifteen years or so, pathways into social housing have

become particularly hard to follow and have generally entailed a long wait in expensive,

overcrowded and insecure privately rented accommodation, or extended stays in a range of

temporary accommodation options.

Tenancy experience

It would be simplistic to assume a relationship between the status of the tenants who were

interviewed and the ‘reasons’ why they came to be living in a housing association tenancy.

In fact, some tenants had been living in social housing tenancies for a very long time, and so

their route into the tenure almost becomes moot. Table 2.1 gives a summary of how long

people had been living in social housing. Note that in six cases, that information was not

specified. A third of the respondents who specified a time period had been living in social

housing for more than sixteen years.

Table 2.1: Length of time in social housing, including both local authority and housing

association tenancies

Length of time Frequency

0-5 years 9

6-10 years 13

11-15 years 10

16+ years 16

Not specified 6

Total 54
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In these cases, the household accessing the tenure was very different from the household

being interviewed: for example, many of the older couples had moved into properties as

young families with children, and lone parents had – as will be seen – generally moved in

with partners.

Common pathways

A common presumption made about social housing tenants is that, somehow, prospective

tenants manipulate the system in order to secure a tenancy. In actuality, the picture that

emerges from the interviews is the fact that tenants had little control of the outcome once

they decided to seek social housing. There were a handful of typical pathways into a

housing association tenancy, and in almost all the route was very protracted. For the

households in the study, simply being homeless or overcrowded offered no guarantee of

being offered a permanent property, although all thought that the time waiting for one

added substantially to the chance of a household reaching the top of a ‘list’. Given the

pressured nature of the London social housing market, the length of the wait amounted, in

some cases, to a decade or more and some respondents had spent much of their adult lives

waiting.

Waiting their turn

For many respondents, the first steps to independence from the parental home was to secure

a private rented sector (PRS) tenancy either alone or more commonly with a partner. Indeed,

the quantitative survey found that younger respondents had most commonly moved from

the PRS. This move generally took place when the couple was financially independent, and

so had sufficient work to pay some or all the rent themselves. Often, family formation would

start in the PRS, but social housing was deemed to be preferable in the long-term.

Respondents with experience in the PRS mentioned the issues of affordability and property

quality and the unsuitability of bringing up children in shared properties. They all knew

that there would be a ‘wait’ until a property became available in the social rented sector.

In some instances, this wait was so protracted that the family grew further and was severely

overcrowded by the time a housing association tenancy was offered. Mr and Mrs M.O. lived

in a one-bed PRS flat with their two daughters for ten years until they were offered house,

which in this instances was in a newly-built terrace. They considered themselves fortunate

since their move had been provoked by a complex legal wrangle between two London

boroughs over responsibility for the care of Mrs M.O.’s sister. Mrs M.O. agreed to become

special guardian to her sibling who was in care at that time, and so as a consequence the

borough agreed to arrange accommodation for the entire family. The length of this waiting

period was not atypical. Mrs X.Z. was a widow who had lived in the private rented sector
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for much of her married life. She waited for a decade for a social tenancy after her husband

died, and had in the meantime found the private rent increasingly unaffordable on her

widow’s pension.

Emergency

In other instances, the access to social housing was the result of homelessness. In a small

number of cases, respondents lost their housing because of a failure to pay the mortgage or

private rent. Mrs W.X. said that her ex-husband simply had not paid the mortgage and did

not tell her until it was too late. She had taken advantage of the kindness of relatives and

‘sofa-surfed’ for a long time both with and – sometimes – separately from her young

children. She was finally offered a tenancy and she and her new husband – Mr W.X. – had

lived there for over twenty years at the time of the interview. Ms O.Q. said that she had been

absolutely culpable in failing to pay the rent on her mortgage, and had ended up squatting

with her two children before finally being offered emergency accommodation in a bed and

breakfast hotel. She was finally offered a house on an estate which she knew had a terrible

reputation, but had little option but to take it. The lack of choice is evident in other accounts.

Mr and Mrs C.F. and their two children had been living long-term with a friend until the

relationship became difficult and they were asked to leave. The local council re-housed the

family in a hostel, where they stayed for three years. During that time, the family was – in

Mrs C.F.’s words – ‘signed over’ to a housing association. In her view, ‘It’s the council move

you’, although she was grateful for finally becoming settled in a three-bed terrace.

Young people leaving the parental home in an early and unplanned way is regarded as a

key cause of homelessness, and this kind of experience was in evidence amongst the

respondents. Ms N.O. left the parental home as a teenager following arguments with her

mother, and was offered a housing association tenancy when she was 22, after years living

in a hostel. Miss Y.Z. had a similar pathway. When she was a teenager her father died and

her mother became alcoholic. The respondent had moved in with her aunt, but was asked to

leave when she reached the age of sixteen, and subsequently stayed in a series of temporary

places before finally being offered a flat. Again, this was a less than salubrious choice: she

was burgled six times, and the damp aggravated her asthma.

Domestic violence features in some of the accounts given. Ms H.J., a single woman in her

40s, had moved to London to escape her husband; the police had arranged for her to move

to a refuge. She was eventually re-housed in a one-bed flat. Mrs I.K. had also moved into her

one-bed flat after living for two years in a hostel for victims of domestic violence. She had

just married again at the time of the second interview.
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Finally, Mr and Mrs D.G. found themselves and their four children homeless as a

consequence of changes to the Local Housing Allowance. They family had lived in the PRS

for years, but were evicted as a consequence of shortfalls that had accrued. Despite the fact

that their adult children living with them were working, the family was still not able to keep

up with the rent payments. The family lived in temporary accommodation for four years

before Mr and Mrs D.G. were offered their current property and their adult children moved

to live elsewhere.

Institutional care leaver

Individuals often have particularly difficult pathways on leaving institutional care, and

many become homeless as a result. Mr J.L. was orphaned as a child and subsequently placed

in foster care. He was abused by his foster parents, and developed mental health problems

which led to a long stay in a mental health institution. After leaving the institution he was

offered a temporary one-bed flat but was again subject to anti-social behaviour and other

activity that could be defined as ‘hate crime’. He moved to another property, where he has

lived for over twenty years.

Succession

In a small number of cases, some single people were living in housing association properties

because they had succeeded to their parents’ tenancy. Miss Z.B. was living with her father in

Brixton, and had succeeded to her mother’s tenancy after her death. At the time of the

interview she had lived in the two-bed maisonette all her life, some thirty years. Other

respondents had succeeded tenancies but been persuaded to move to smaller properties. For

example, Mr R.T. was in his late 40s. He had been born in a northern town but moved to a

two-bed house in Bromley with his mother when he was a teenager after his parents’

divorce. The housing association offered him a smaller one-bed flat when his mother died,

and he had been living in the flat for five years at the time of the interview. It is notable that

an overly protracted stay in the parental home can ‘stall’ a move to independence, as the

adult child gradually adopts a responsibility for care for older parents.

Housing association: transferring to a new development

A small handful of tenants had become housing association tenants quite some time

previously, when the HA movement was expanding in London, and when properties

appeared to be readily available for tenants willing to transfer out of council properties.

Miss O.P. said that she had started in a one-bed council flat over twenty years ago. She and

her partner had walked past the Hyde housing offices, and had gone in on a whim, almost,
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since the properties were new-build, and looked ‘grand’. They had been on the council list

because they had started a family; Hyde offered them a two-bed flat, and they had been HA

tenants ever since. Mr A.C. had also become a Hyde tenant some time previously, after his

return to England from a stint working abroad. The housing association had been expanding

in his neighbourhood, and a new supply of single-bed properties had become available close

to where his mother had lived. He considered himself very lucky, and said if he had come to

London now, it would have taken eight or ten years ‘going through a bidding process to get a

rabbit hutch in a tower block’.

Lone parenthood

The quantitative survey of g15 tenants found that 29 per cent of respondents were lone

parents, and a similar proportion of respondents in the qualitative sample were in the same

position. Within the qualitative sample, eleven of the eighteen lone parents had one or more

children under the age of 12, and a further two had more than one child but one of those

children was under 12. Three of the respondents had teenage children and a further two

lone parents had their adult children (aged 18+) still living with them. One respondent –

very much an exception in the qualitative selection – had eight children, with ages ranging

from three to 22 years old. This woman was from Somalia, where the culture affords

heightened respect to large families. She had only recently become divorced from her

husband [Mrs R.S.].

Access to social housing was not necessarily predicated on the fact of being a lone parent.

The majority of lone parents in the sample had been in stable relationships or married when

their children were born, and it was usually the case that the younger lone parents had

started their current tenancy with a partner. It was not always possible to get a clear picture

of what had happened to bring relationships to an end and – understandably – respondents

generally skirted this sensitive issue. However, it was clear that long periods of time in

temporary accommodation could place substantial strain on a partnership. Miss B.E. said

that her relationship had floundered soon after she moved into a three-bed terraced house

with her partner and their two children. The couple had been through a great deal together:

at one point, they were roofless, and slept in a car. They lived in temporary accommodation

for three years, which is where their two children were born. The relationship came to an

end soon after they moved into permanent accommodation.

The common image of lone parents in social housing – teenaged mothers with children from

multiple fathers – also fails to recognise the number of older respondents who were

widowed, or who had been divorced for many years. It was clear that for these respondents,

their marital status had little to do with their current housing circumstances. It is notable
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that almost all these women were in part or full-time employment, with the exception being

those women who had long-term mental or physical health problems.

Adult migrants

The sample contained 21 adult migrants, who were a mixture of economic migrants and

people who had come to the UK to escape from conflict and persecution in their own

country. Some commentators have recognised a degree of ‘moral panic’ that attaches to the

notion that large numbers of migrants and immigrants gain access to social housing ‘at the

expense of British citizens’.
14

. However, the stories related by respondents again underline

the powerlessness of individuals once they have decided to seek social housing.

For the three respondents who had been asylum seekers, the journey through to a settled

social housing tenancy had been confused and alarming. Mrs Q.R. had been a child soldier

in Sierra Leone, after being separated from her family. She was found by a brother, who

brought her to the UK to live with his family. However, he treated her as a domestic servant,

and finally asked her to leave when she insisted on being able to continue her education.

Her college referred her to Social Services, which found her a place at a YMCA. Mrs Q.R.

found it difficult to share accommodation, because she was struggling to deal with Post-

Traumatic Stress Syndrome. She was moved to a smaller shared house, but other residents

had mental health problems that, again, Mrs Q.R. found distressing. She was lodged in least

three other shared houses, and once had to move because the landlord had decided to sell

the property. In total, she was moved around for seven years before she was finally offered a

one-bed flat.

Ms P.Q. had been trafficked: she was kidnapped from a refugee camp in Eritrea after

escaping from war in the Sudan. She had been ‘sold’ to a family and kept as a domestic

servant. The family had a number of properties internationally, but the family’s driver

helped her to run away when the family visited Europe. A charitable organisation had

helped her secure a room in a house in London where she could remain hidden. She

continued to live there with a partner and they started a family. However, this relationship

broke down and she moved into her current two-bed flat with the children. The flat was

upstairs which she found difficult and the family was overcrowded when they moved in but

she felt that she had little option but to take it.

A third couple – Mr and Mrs J.K. – were both born in Somalia. They escaped to live with

family members in the UK until they were married, and their son was born. The couple were

14 Robinson, D. (2010) ‘New immigrants and migrants in social housing in Britain: discursive themes and lived

realities’, Policy and Politics, 38, 1, 57-77, 70.
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offered temporary accommodation, where they lived for three years. When the arrangement

terminated, the family was moved into a one-bed flat in a hostel where their daughter was

born. The family lived in the flat for four years, in an area of high crime where they felt

extremely insecure. They were finally offered a two-bed terraced house, after a total of seven

years in temporary accommodation.

Adult migrants who had moved to find work were more likely to start their UK pathway in

the PRS.
15

Mrs D.E. was living in a two-bed flat in Barking & Dagenham at the time of the

interview. She had come to the UK from Colombia in 2001. She had lived in the PRS for five

years with her husband, in a house in multiple occupation (HMO). They were living there

when their daughter was born, and remained living there for another year. They got the

keys to her current flat on the day that her second daughter was born. Mrs D.E. had been

very unhappy in the HMO, where drug use had been common. Other residents were

frequently drunk. The flat in Barking was ‘like a palace’: ‘imagine, we were four or five in one

bedroom compared with this one’. Mr and Mrs A.D. had also come to the UK from Latin

America, and moved into a HMO. Mr A.D. had had a good job in retail, but their finances

became rocky after he went into full-time education and there was some confusion with

regard to the interplay between his student loan and housing benefit. The couple had a child

and around the same time were evicted by the landlord. They became homeless and for

four years moved between short-term PRS tenancies and temporary accommodation before

being offered their current property.

Alternative access routes

There were a small handful of cases where respondents had secured ‘alternative’ access

routes, by dint of the type of tenancy they had secured. The research did not carry any

intention purposively to sample people in shared ownership or people in properties with

intermediate rents. Overall, the quantitative sample indicated that 8.7 per cent were in

shared ownership, and 0.5 per cent were in properties paying intermediate rents.

Shared ownership

There were four couples in the sample who were shared owners. Three of the couples had

dependant children, and one couple was close to retirement. Two couples had accessed

shared ownership via an existing social housing tenancy, and two had taken up a shared

ownership opportunity whilst living in the private rented sector.

15 Perry, J. (2010) UK Migrants in the Private Rented Sector, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
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The two respondents who had moved to shared ownership from social housing were both at

different junctures in their lives. Mr C.E. had moved into his single-person flat in Inner

London alone but had since married and at the time of the interview had a young baby. He

had lived in a social housing flat at the centre of the borough for nearly a decade and had

wanted to move away from there but still be in walking distance of work; he worked for the

primary health care trust. For Mr C.E., location was a key driver for his decision to move

into shared ownership, although the property was now clearly too small and he was

reconsidering his options. Mr and Mrs Y.A. were living in Lewisham, and had lived in a

council flat before taking up a shared ownership opportunity. The decision had been taken

when the couple were both in secure jobs, and they started their family after moving in. At

the time of the interview the couple had daughters aged 11 and 15, and were in financial

difficulty after a long period of ill health.

Both couples moving from the private rented sector viewed shared ownership as an

opportunity to gain a foothold in the London housing market at a particular time in their

lives. Mr and Mrs T.V. had moved to their flat in Waltham Forest from North London. Mrs

T.V. had come to London as an economic migrant from Europe, and had met her husband in

the capital. They had been renting there for nearly a decade. They knew that they would not

be able to afford to buy a property of any reasonable size in the area of North London they

liked, and so moved to Waltham Forest. Soon after moving, the couple married and had

their first baby. Mrs T.V. was hoping that the availability of shared ownership opportunities

in the area would enforce some degree of gentrification.

The second couple had applied for a new-build flat under a shared ownership scheme in

Waltham Forest. The flat was two streets away from the private rental they had lived in for

seven years. The rental had been very cheap, which explained why they had stayed there for

so long but it was located in a block that had been purchased by another landlord who

intended to complete a refurbishment. The couple were certain that the rent would increase

substantially. The wife was a medical professional, and the husband was self-employed, and

they knew they would be unable to buy in London: ‘it’s not like we’re really that wealthy’. The

shared ownership flat was ‘a perfect opportunity’, and they had built up sufficient capital to

pay a large lump sum off the mortgage, stair-casing up from 25 to 40 per cent ownership.

The couple were on the edge of retirement, and saw the property as the place where they

would spend their old age. Had the opportunity not arisen, they were planning to move out

of London altogether [Mr and Mrs D.F.].

Intermediate rent

Just one of the respondents was in a property and paying an intermediate rent, which is

pegged at a midway point between the market rent for a property and the social rent. Ms
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T.U. was a young professional, working for a large insurance company. She had been

renting immediately prior to the move and had had her name down for a social housing

property for around five years without making a successful bid. She was made aware of the

possibility of intermediate rent, and was happy to take the opportunity. The one-bed flat

was newly-built and more spacious than the PRS property: her landlord had recently asked

her to move and the place he offered had been ‘tiny…and it wasn’t in the best condition’ and

£30 more expensive. Ms T.U. was aware that she needed a minimum income to qualify for

the property; although she had recently had a baby she was coming to the end of her

maternity leave and preparing to return to work. In her view, intermediate rent was her only

option: ‘I know I’m likely never to get a property in social renting…there isn’t any, it’s in high

demand.’

Conclusion

This chapter has described some of the pathways to social housing experienced by the 54

tenants in the qualitative sample. All the respondents were well aware that social housing

was not readily available, and none of the tenants who had accessed the tenure within the

last fifteen years or so had found the process swift or straightforward, even when their

household was experiencing acute homelessness. The time spent waiting in some instances

constituted a considerable proportion of their adult lives living in expensive, insecure and

poor quality accommodation. Respondents placed a high value on their social housing

tenancy, which they viewed as having been gained at some personal cost.
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Chapter three: Household change over time

Introduction

This chapter addresses the demographics of the households in the qualitative survey, and in

doing so introduces a typology of ‘dynamic’ household types: young families; mature

families; grandparents as care givers; grandparents as care receivers; families without

children and isolated individuals. This kind of analysis draws attention to current and

future housing need, and so pulls into sharper focus the kinds of households more or less

likely to be living in appropriate properties.

The interviews took place with respondents all the way along the life course, including

people in their very early twenties and people on the edge of retirement and who – by the

end of this longitudinal study – will have reached pension credit age. The interviews also

took place in households where weddings were being planned; where young people were

leaving college and looking for their first jobs; where babies had just been born; and where

people were dying. It becomes evident that the direction in which a household is moving in

the short and medium term has a stronger impact on household moving decisions than

household size per se.

Young families

Within this report, young families are defined as being couples or lone parents with at least

one child younger than thirteen, and childless couples or single people under the age of 35.

Young families are the largest group in the survey, and comprised 23 of the 54 households.

These were people whose housing needs were likely to grow. Where there were dependants,

the ability of these households to increase their income through employment was

compromised by the need to cover childcare costs. Seven of these households were couples

or lone parents with small babies and where the mother was on paid maternity leave at the

time of the interview. Mrs V.W., was an exception, since she also had two other children

under the age of three, as was Mrs T.V., who as a self-employed language teacher had had to

take an unpaid break from work. All but two of the parents with just one baby were living in

one-bedroom flats, and had their baby sleeping with them in the same bedroom.

There were four parents with pre-primary school children, and amongst the respondents all

these were lone parents who in some cases also had other children. These were the

respondents who felt child-care responsibilities most acutely. Ms N.O. had gone back to

work after the birth of her youngest daughter, who was now aged two. At the time of the
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interview, Ms N.O. was working as a part-time teaching assistant in a job-share for two days

a week. The youngest daughter went to live with her grandmother on those days. By

contrast, Miss W.Y., whose daughter was also two, was also caring for her mother and

visited her every day. Juggling two care responsibilities was severely restricting her ability

to get back into the labour market but nevertheless she was looking for casual work with

hours that had sufficient flexibility. Miss Y.Z. was combining childcare with further

education: her education had been interrupted by a period of homelessness as a teenager.

Mature families

There were sixteen households that can be classed as ‘mature families’. These were

households comprising lone parents or couples with children who were under the age of

thirteen. Six of these households contained schoolchildren, but the age of the children meant

that before- and after-school childcare was not necessary. In three cases, the households

were lone parents with at least one child living at home who was pursuing further or higher

education.

Within the mature families, the largest group were the families that contained adult children

who might be expected to contribute to the household income. Amongst these families were

households where older children had already moved out and become independent, leaving

younger adult siblings behind. For example, Mr and Mrs P.R. – both in their fifties – were

living with their two sons who were both in their twenties. An older son had already left

home, but the remaining brothers were finding it difficult to get work and attain a degree of

independence.

As the children became adults, these families entered into a period of flux. At the time of the

interviews, weddings were being planned in two of the households and conversations were

being held on where the new families would be living. For father and daughter Mr and Miss

Z.B., this discussion comprised a complicated decision as to whether she and her new

husband should continue to live in the housing association property to which she had

succeeded, and find alternative accommodation for her retired father; or if the couple

should find something else altogether. Mrs V.X.’s 29-year old daughter was also getting

married and moving out, although there was some worry attached to the need for the

daughter to live nearby, to help with her mother’s care.

Leaving the parental home could take some time to achieve decisively. Mr and Mrs W.X.

had lived in their three-bed house for over twenty years. They had moved into the property

with their two daughters, and then had a third late and unexpected child. The two older

siblings moved out but – just as their youngest daughter finally left home - the oldest

daughter then returned. Her relationship had broken down, and despite being in her
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twenties she came back to live with her parents, bringing her one-year old daughter. The

family has become quite settled as a three-generation household, all in work and sharing

child-care.

Three of the families had sons who spent much of their time living with their girlfriends at

her parents’ houses, but sporadically returning. At the time of the interview, Ms S.U. said

that she had finally made it clear to her 26-year old son that he could no longer half-live at

home, not least because his appetite substantially inflated the food bill.

What becomes evident, in considering the mature families in the sample, is that these

families did not suddenly have new and fixed housing needs as adult children moved out to

live independently. Young people left, but then often returned. The number of households

still containing adult children is perhaps an indicator of the difficulties faced by younger

people trying to gain a foothold in the London housing market. This in turn heightens the

importance of having a place to which it is possible to return, if sustaining independent

housing proves to be too difficult.

Grandparents as care givers

Many of the household categories described here tend to merge into each other, and it could

be argued that ‘active grandparents’ are a subset of ‘mature families’. However, this group is

distinguishable by a number of features. First, these are households where the respondents

were living alone or as couples without any dependant or adult children. However, the

respondents were still playing an active role in the lives of their adult children and/or

grandchildren.

Mr and Mrs D.G. were both in their late fifties, with Mr D.G. no longer able to work due to

ill-health. They had recently moved into a small two-bedroomed maisonette. The husband

had worked as a gardener/chauffeur and family had moved around the private rented sector

as their family had grown: ‘we haven’t ever been able to get onto the council, this is our first one.’

The couple and their four adult children had been evicted from their last privately rented

property for rent arrears as a consequence of changes to the Local Housing Allowance. Two

of the children married and moved to other parts of the country, and two remained in

neighbouring London boroughs. However, it was clear that the small flat remained a focal

point for the family, and visits were frequent.

This active role played by grandparents could extend beyond keeping the family together,

and comprised more practical support. Ms U.V. had two adult children, and both had left

home. However, the children lived close by and they came to see her frequently through the

course of the week. Ms U.V.’s son had schizophrenia, and would on occasion come back to
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live with his mother. His sister also had emotional problems, and tended to enter into

violent or abusive relationships. Again, she often needed to return to the parental home. Ms

U.V.’s pre-school grandson also came for extended stays when his father was ill, so that his

mother could work. A similar situation existed with Mr and Mrs X.Y. Both were

approaching retirement after a life time in work. Mr X.Y. had suffered a massive heart attack

and had to have his leg amputated, and Mrs X.Y. was his principal carer. The couple’s adult

daughter lived nearby, and called by daily. However, the couple in return took care of her

three-year old son through the day so that their daughter could keep up her part-time job.

Grandparents as care receivers

The research purposively excluded households where the head of household was of pension

credit age. Consequently, the experience of the large proportion of older people in social

housing is not represented here. However, there were instances within the respondents’

accounts of grandparents who were care receivers. Both Miss Q.S. and Miss W.Y. were

taking care of their parents. Mr and Mrs K.L. were in their late 50s at the time of the

interview, and had both spent a life working in the education system – Mr K.L. had been a

school caretaker and his wife had been a teaching assistant. They had lived much of their

lives in accommodation that was tied to their employment, and came to be living in social

housing when they stopped working because of the husband’s spine problem. The couple

were relatively active, and all their children lived locally. However, the husband’s

deteriorating condition means that the couple are now in recipient of their adult children’s

care rather than being in a position to be able to offer their children support. All the children

lived locally, and dropped by frequently. The couple were aiming to downsize, but only if

they could move into a property suitable for wheelchair use since Mr K.L.’s mobility was

becoming increasingly restricted.

Families without children

‘Families without children’ refers to households containing individuals or couples who

either have no children or who are so geographically distant from their adult children that

visits are relatively infrequent. However, these households retain some family connections.

People within this category include Mrs and Mrs D.F., a professional couple close to

retirement. The couple did not have children, and lived apart from extended family because

they are both economic migrants to the UK. However, they still have family connections on

the Continent – indeed, Mrs D.F. wanted to continue living in London because of ready

access to the Eurostar service.

Also within this group were three women who were living alone. Ms H.J. was divorced, and

had moved to London to escape domestic violence. However, her adult children remained
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back in the Midlands and she was actively considering returning to that area; her sister also

lived locally. Mrs X.Z., a widow, lived reasonably close to her sister and they saw each other

regularly; and Miss B. D. stayed in touch with her mother who lived nearby. Mr E.F. also

falls within this group. He had a severe disability, and lived in a fully adapted flat that he

shared with a full-time professional carer. Mr E.F. remained close contact with his mother,

and although she was herself close to retirement she still gave her son a degree of financial

support.

All these individuals and couples can be distinguished by the fact that they had familial

connections, but did not have direct family obligations that were likely to change the make-

up of their household.

Isolated individuals

The final group comprises isolated individuals who had limited or no familial connections

for a variety of reasons. All these individuals were men. Mr G.H. had come to the UK as an

economic migrant from Continental Europe some decades ago, and made no mention of his

family. Aside from stints in shared properties, he had lived alone for much of his adult life.

Mr A.C. was a Londoner, who had spent much of his adult life caring for his mother. He

had no siblings, and has become very isolated since she died.

Two other respondents in this category were isolated men who had become so as a

consequence of mental health problems. Mr E.G. had been married and had children but he

was estranged from his partner and had not seen his family for some time. It is possible that

his mental health problems caused or were caused by this split. At the time of the interview

it was evident that his lifestyle had become chaotic and other people were using his flat. Mr

J.L. had in the past had an extended stay in a psychiatric institution; he had been adopted as

a child and had had a difficult relationship with his foster parents and mentioned no other

meaningful family connection.

Household fluidity

It will be evident that movement between these household categories is almost inevitable.

There is fluidity even between the two final categories. For example, Ms. L.N. had come to

London from the South West to live with her partner, but the relationship had ended badly.

Ms L.N. subsequently developed mental health problems and became homeless, and lived

in a hostel for a number of years before being offered a one-bed flat. She would have become

quite isolated because her mental health difficulties meant that she had acute anxiety and

was afraid to leave the flat. However she did find a partner, and they now live together.

Transition from one household category to another can take time, and it is during that time
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that household ‘fit’ can become imperfect. However, at the same time there is often a degree

of uncertainty with regard to the exact shape of the new household, and when exactly that

shape will become settled.

Conclusion

This chapter has analysed the housing circumstances of the g15 tenants, and derived a

household categorisation that carries a dynamic component. Household formations change

over time and at particular points in time, the change can be rapid and perhaps even reverse

itself. Household needs then change, which is particularly the case for mature families, as

adult children begin the process of setting up home independently. The transition from

‘active’ to ‘passive’ grandparenthood is also marked, and can be accelerated as a

consequence of ill-health. As will be seen in chapters five and six, these shifts can result in

overcrowding or under-occupation. However, either situation may be viewed as temporary,

resolvable most simply through the passage of time.



Living a life in social housing

29 |Living a Life in Social Housing

Chapter four: Financial trajectories

Introduction

The quantitative study demonstrated that the heads of 55 per cent of responding households

were in work, and that the majority of those workers were in full-time employment. These

statistics give a clear indication that financial dependence is not necessarily a corollary of

living in social housing. Twelve of the 54 respondents were in steady employment, and a

further sixteen were in part-time work although that tended to be low paid. The majority of

respondents were highly adept at managing their household finances but even where

households had a good income, unexpected events could make a substantial difference.

This chapter again aims to take a dynamic approach to capturing the financial circumstances

of respondents, taking into account income, expenditure and debt. The majority of tenants

were ‘holding steady’, closely matching their expenditure to their income. These households

were not getting into debt, but also not saving and consequently had little margin for error.

Some respondents had run into financial difficulty, and were spiralling downwards into

increasing levels of debt, whilst others had managed to halt a decline and were recovering

from indebtedness. Some tenants were making positive gains, and were looking towards

career improvement; a very small number were on what might be termed a ‘comfortable

plateau’. However, a handful of respondents were living at below subsistence level,

struggling to get by on sanctioned benefits or very limited earnings.

Work and unemployment

The 54 people who were interviewed had very different levels of engagement with the

labour market. A total of 44 were actively engaged in work or looking for work. Ten of the

couples and three of the single people were in what might be termed ‘good’ jobs. Of these,

seven worked in the public sector as health care professionals, on London transport, in

education or as a civil servant. For example, Miss Q.S. had worked for nearly two decades as

an administrator in higher education. Other jobs included work in a dry cleaner’s, delivery

driving, security at a shopping mall and operations manager at a large building firm. Miss

Z.B. worked in the office of a small local plumbing firm. The majority of the couples had

dual incomes, although the second income was often part-time or less secure than the

earnings of the main breadwinner. None of these households was in receipt of housing

benefit.

Sixteen of the respondents were in low-paid, part-time or fluctuating work which made

some reliance on the benefit system necessary. In all but four of these cases, the respondents
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were single people whose jobs included work in the fast food or restaurant industry, retail

and cleaning. The single working people tended to be lone parents who were limiting their

working hours to accommodate child care responsibilities. For the couples on fluctuating

incomes, it was evidently not always possible for both partners to be in work. Mr and Mrs

C.D. had three children including a seven-year old. Mr C.D. worked in a takeaway from late

afternoon until past midnight, and so his wife was responsible for almost full care of their

children. Mr and Mrs V.W. also had three children, all under the age of five and including a

baby and so Mrs V.W. was not looking for work. Mr J.K. was picking up odd painting and

decorating jobs that he could fit around his training. Mr I.J. had secured two part-time

cleaning jobs and was trying to fit these around visits to his wife, who was terminally ill in

hospital.

The fourteen respondents who were unemployed had a mixture of reasons underlying both

their unemployment and their inability to find work. For some, there had been a hiccough,

and it was likely that the period out of work would be short. Ms F.H. had worked as a

kindergarten cook but had left as a consequence of changes to the job conditions that left her

in sole charge of three separate kitchens. She left the job because she found the stress

impossible to manage. At the time of the interview she had been out of work for a matter of

weeks, but had been at the Jobcentre regularly and had seen some relevant opportunities.

Where lone parents have children under the age of five, the benefit system currently allows

that they will not be required to look for work. This was the case for both Mrs R.S. and Miss

W.Y. who both also had care responsibilities. Family commitments had interrupted careers

for other women in the group. For example, Ms F.G. had left work after she married to have

children; her husband had been a well-paid, full-time chef and so it had not been necessary

for her to return. At the time of the interview, the couple had recently divorced and the

children were still in primary school. Ms F.G. was planning to get back into work and was

half-way through a training course that she felt carried multiple possibilities for

employment.

Others in the group had been unemployed for a long time, and found it difficult to re-

engage with the labour market. Mr A.C. had been an engineer, and had worked for some

time in France. He returned to the UK to care for his mother and lived with her for more

than a decade. However, after so long not working and as an older man he has found it

difficult to find even unskilled work. Long periods not working are even more problematic

when the reasons include mental health difficulties. Mr G.H. said that his CV looked blank,

and he could not easily account for his years living on the streets. He had borrowed to train

as a driving instructor but had failed the exam and could not afford a re-sit.
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For a small handful of respondents, there was a degree of uncertainty around the issue of

willingness to work. Mr and Mrs P.R. were both in their 50s. She had worked as a school

administrator until her children were born, and never returned to work although her sons

were now in their 20s. Her husband had injured his back, and so had also been out of work

for a long period. The couple were engaging with job-search activity as required by the Job

Centre, but without enthusiasm. By contrast, Mrs C.F. was very eager to work and was

looking for training opportunities in catering. She saw employment as a solution to her

increasing indebtedness. However, she argued constantly with her husband who was

adamant that he would only be willing to look for work as an airport taxi driver and so was

severely limiting his options.

For ten of the respondents there was little expectation that they would be able to secure

work. Mrs X.Z. had never worked. She married at a young age, and had looked after her

husband until his death around a decade ago. She was herself now close to pension credit

age and had no intention of looking for employment although she did do unpaid voluntary

work. The remainder in this group were in receipt of disability benefits, although for Mr E.F.

this did not curtail his willingness to work. It was simply unlikely that he would be able to

find a job that could accommodate his physical disability, which required full-time care.

Both Miss O.P. and Ms O.Q. had severe and life-limiting medical conditions, and neither

was looking for employment. Other respondents had mental health problems that meant

they were unable to work. Mrs V.X. had been sectioned on a number of occasions following

her daughter’s suicide, and was reliant on her siblings and older daughter providing some

degree of care.

The foregoing information gives some indication of variation in the employment

circumstances of g15 residents, which includes people in professional careers, people in

training, in part-time work and on zero-hours contracts, people with two jobs and people

without any prospect of working. However, this information in itself does not give a

particularly clear picture of how families are faring economically, and it is to this issue that

the chapter will now turn.

Comfortable plateau

In the most favoured position were the households who were on what is termed in this

report a ‘comfortable plateau.’ In fact, only three respondents in the group fitted this

category. Mr and Mrs D.F. were shared owners in their 50s who had bought their property

only recently. Mrs D.F. had worked in the health care system all her life, and was

considering a reduction in her working hours. The couple could easily accommodate a drop

in income. They had spent much of their savings purchasing their share of the property and

were now left with a low monthly rental payment. From this point, Mr and Mrs D.F. were
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looking towards a secure retirement supported by a professional pension and with limited

housing costs. They were good managers financially and generally spent within their

monthly budget. Mrs D.F. carried the potential to increase their income at any juncture,

being a highly skilled, in-demand professional. This couple did not receive any welfare

benefits. Miss Q.S. was also towards the end of a professional career, in higher education

administration. She was working part time, and would have increased her hours but she

was also visiting her mother every day before and after work. Ms Q.S. and her two children

were easily living within her income without any undue sense of sacrifice: ‘I know what I

spend and I don’t spend much’.

Mr and Mrs H.I. were younger, in their mid-30s and early 40s. Both were in good jobs with

prospects of career progression, one in teaching and the other in the London transport

system with opportunities for well-paid overtime. The couple had three children, aged

between 12 and 17 and were not in receipt of any benefit, aside from child benefit. The

couple had opted for a good school for their children, and were investing in activities that

were likely to increase the children’s chances of getting into higher education. The family

lived well, eating out often and having three holidays a year. However, it is notable that Mrs

H.I. commented that she found it difficult to budget, and said that occasionally the bank

account was overdrawn: one problem seemed to be setting a clothing expenditure limit for

the two teenage daughters.

This family was certainly comfortable, and even perhaps aspirational but being on a

‘comfortable plateau’ is not necessarily the end of a financial trajectory. Mr and Mrs S.T. also

had three children, one of whom was severely disabled. Mr S.T. had worked full-time for the

last twenty years, aside from a period of just two weeks. Mrs S.T. had had a series of jobs in

hotels, bars and restaurants less as a means of increasing their income, and more as a respite

from caring for her son. The family had settled into a house that had been specially adapted

for him. At the time of the interview, Mr S.T. was in the terminal stages of cancer, having

received a diagnosis three years previously. The family had been on a ‘comfortable plateau’

financially for some years, but Mr S.T.’s diagnosis left the household in credit card debt

which has taken a great deal of time to resolve. This experience underlines the fact that

households can shift from one financial state to another for reasons that cannot always be

controlled.

Moving up

Eleven families were ‘moving up’, in the sense that their economic trajectory was heading in

a positive direction. This was the case for households that were heading from

unemployment into work with determination and a fair degree of success; were looking to

increase their work income; or were in work that carried prospects of advancement. These
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were households where the expectation is that, by the next round of interviews, there will

have been an increase in earned income and a reduction in benefit dependence. This group

also includes those households with aspirations to improve through training or education,

although their economic circumstances may not necessarily change in the short-term.

Overall, this group had a good hold on their household finances, and none of the

households was in debt. Indeed, in some cases the households were actively saving. Benefit

receipt was mixed in this group. Some were in receipt of income-related benefits including

partial housing benefit, child tax credits and working tax credits, but others were not and in

some instances it was clear that they could apply successfully but had chosen not to.

Examples of households who were ‘moving up’ include Mr and Mrs G.I., a couple who were

both in part-time employment; Mr G.I. had a medical condition that restricted the hours he

could work but Mrs G.I. was a civil servant, and had the larger income. She was working

part-time because her children were aged seven and ten, and it was likely that she would

increase her hours when they got older. The couple did not get housing benefit, but did

receive working tax credits and were careful financial managers. They were putting money

aside: ‘we are working hard to set the children up’. Ms N.P. was also working to improve her

children’s educational chances, and travelled three hours a day to keep two part-time jobs so

she could fund extra tuition.

Other respondents in this group were anticipating a change of family circumstances that

would increase their income. Both Mrs I.K. and Mrs Q.R. had both recently had children and

were on paid maternity leave at the time of the interview. Both were looking to return to

work, although they were also giving consideration to how they might be able to negotiate

childcare costs. Miss Z.B. was planning to get married, and looked forward to being able to

pool her and her fiancé’s income to improve their financial position: he was currently paying

£500-600 a month for a room in a shared house.

Holding steady

The largest group in the sample was the nineteen households who were ‘holding steady’ in

the sense that their incomes generally matched expenditure, and there was no debt. These

households were not in financial difficulty, but they also were not able to advance

financially and had no opportunity to save. These households generally had little or no

opportunity to increase their earned income either because they were already in full-time

work or because they had care commitments. The households were largely getting by

through minimising their expenditure. The fact that these households were able to hold

steady was sometimes dependent on financial or other support from family members.
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Lifestyles within this group were varied, and it was clear that some people were only just

managing to ‘hold steady’ on higher incomes than others. For example, Mr C.E. was

bringing in a professional-level wage, but his wife was not working because they had just

had a baby. He was starting to find meeting the bills difficult, and was looking to sell some

of his things on eBay. He was already working long hours, and did not think it would be

possible for him to secure a second job.

The majority of respondents were holding steady on incomes derived entirely from benefits.

The group included those individuals who had been unemployed for long periods, and who

were unlikely to see an improvement in their financial situation as a consequence. The

biggest sub-group were the respondents who had long-term disabilities, and whose

economic circumstances were never likely to change. Sorting out benefit entitlement could

be very difficult, but once it had become settled then households got on with matching their

expenditure to their income. When Mr S.T. had been diagnosed with cancer, the couple had

managed to clear their consumer debt through the compensation they received for

mismanagement of their credit card payment protection insurance. Mrs S.T. had to apply for

benefits for the household, which included a carers’ component for herself, Employment

Support Allowance for her son and her husband, and housing benefit. The family had

adjusted to a drop in income, by shopping in Lidl and just buying the basics: Mrs S.T. was

stoical: ‘it’s a change of life, you go with the flow’.

‘Holding steady’ was almost wholly reliant on the ability to manage financially on very

little. In all cases, respondents in this category had strong levels of discipline and had cut

their expenditure down to a minimum. Miss O.P. had developed this skill over the long

number of years in which her degenerative condition had developed: ‘My attitude is that as

long as there’s food in my kids’ bellies, clothes on their backs and bills paid then everything else after,

that’s a bonus’ . Mr and Mrs D.G. talked about tightening belts and focussing on small

economies: ‘It’s the little things that you, not so much give up, as iron out a little. It’s just my

logical way’. All the respondents in this group put their bills as a first priority, and all were

debt-averse. There was no sense in which this task was deemed to be easy, and it could take

very little for the finances to become unbalanced. As a consequence, the level of micro-

management could be intense. Mrs D.G., who like many in the group accounted for each

penny, was always upset when her neighbours left on the lights in the shared stairwell, since

the light was wired to her electric meter. If it was on all night, the light could cost her £1.

Halted decline

Six people within the group were in a position of what can be termed ‘halted decline.’

Everyone in this group had in the past been in acute financial difficulty for various reasons,
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but had then arrested their decline and were still in the process of pulling themselves out of

debt.

There were two principal stories within this group. First, there were households who got

into difficulties because of a period of unemployment. Mr and Mrs W.X. fell into debt when

Mr W.X. lost his job, and was out of work for over 18 months. The couple cashed in his

pension pot and pawned some items in order to meet their bills but still fell behind. He was

able to find work again, but the couple are still repaying debts from that period. Similarly,

Mr and Mrs M.O. were both working, and had thought that they would be able to cope

financially when Mr M.O. was made redundant by the local education authority. The couple

had decided not to make any application for welfare assistance but then the employment

stretched to over eight months and they started to fall behind. Mrs M.O.’s income from

childcare could be erratic, and the rent was one of the first things they decided not to pay: ‘it

was either eat, or the rent, and we needed to eat.’ The issue came to a crisis point when bailiffs

arrived at the house to recover unpaid council tax. Mrs M.O. had panicked, because her

child-minding business was based from her home, and she was terrified that her customers

would see bailiffs taking away her possessions. This action persuaded the couple finally to

review their circumstances more rationally, and so began negotiations on all their unpaid

bills. At the time of the interview the couple were still making repayments on their accrued

debt. In reflecting on the experience, Mrs. M.O. said that ‘we were tested. The relationship was

tested. Everything was tested at that time.’ But she stood by her decision not to apply for

benefits: ‘To be honest, I would rather suffer it out’.

Mrs D.E. had gone through a similar experience. Her income took a radical drop after her

divorce, a situation that was exacerbated by the fact that her husband always used to

manage the household finances. She admitted that she had been foolish to ignore her

financial difficulties, and picked herself up when the landlord got in touch about her rent

arrears. Mrs D.E. was persuaded to apply for housing benefit. At the time of the interview

she was repaying the rent arrears, but found it difficult since she was on a zero-hours

contract and her income fluctuated substantially. However, her debt was gradually

reducing.

In other cases, debt had been caused by changes to the welfare system in 2013. Both Ms S.U.

and Miss B.E. were lone parents in part-time work. In both instances, their housing benefit

was reduced because their houses were deemed to be too large for their household size.

Miss B.E. was living in a three-bedroom house, which she had been allocated after a long

period in temporary accommodation. Her two children were toddlers when she moved, and

at the time of the interview were both still at primary school. In theory, therefore, the

household needed just two bedrooms, and the property had three although the housing

benefit change had not been instituted at that juncture. Miss B.E. admitted herself that she
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was a poor manager financially, and at the time of the interview was still working her way

out of an amalgam of rent arrears and consumer debt which she had attempted to resolve by

taking out a Provident loan. She tended to get a depressed, and when she was depressed she

cheered herself up by buying a top. Her situation was improving since she had been able to

get back into work, and had arrived at a childcare arrangement with her ex-partner. Ms S.U.

had also been subject to a reduction in her housing benefit payment and got into rent arrears

after her adult son had moved, leaving her and her daughter in a three-bedroom house.

Like Miss B.E., Ms. S.U. had a part-time job and finally negotiated a rent arrears repayment

schedule with the landlord. However, it took little to throw her finances off: her daughter’s

school was arranging their annual week at an outdoors centre and Ms S.U. was not eligible

for a subsidised fee because she was working. She did not know how she was going to find

£200, and it was likely that debts would again accrue.

Spiralling downwards

There were nine respondents whose finances were spiralling downwards. These people

were accruing complex and extensive debt. The difficulties were generally the consequence

of a combination of income being inadequate to meet expenditure and because respondents

tended to lack the ability to manage their financial situation. Also, this group tended to have

limited family support which often made it difficult to increase working hours or decrease

childcare costs.

Mr A.C. was typical, in the sense that a number of changes had combined so that he was no

longer able to make ends meet from his combined income from housing benefit and JSA.

The council tax changes meant that he was now obliged to pay £2.75 a week. He had been in

a probationary job which came to nothing, but the change to his employment circumstances

disrupted his housing benefit claim, and administrative errors left him £60 in arrears. This

debt was coupled with the fact that his landlord had chosen to increase the rent so that Mr

A.C. would be paying a month in advance rather than in arrears. These changes, added to

increases in fuel charges, meant that he had started to make recourse to his credit card.

Despite cutting back where he could – in fact, he had stopped heating his flat, and spent

much of the time at the library – his debts were very slowly increasing. His principal fear

was losing his home: ‘I can’t imagine what it would be like, to lose my place. Being homeless at

sixty’.

Mr and Mrs C.F. were also in difficulty, unable to deal with all the bills. Getting behind with

the gas bill meant that Mrs C.F. was switched to a pre-payment card, but when she put

money on the card a proportion of the payment was taken to pay the arrears. It was

February at the time of the interview, and she was putting £70 a week on the card to keep

the house warm for the children. The couple had just been taken to court for non-payment of
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the TV licence, and she was still paying off a Provident loan they had taken out to buy

bedding. The couple were juggling bills. Mr C.F.’s mother helped out where she could: ‘She’s

a pensioner but she helps out. She’s not going to have her grandchildren hungry so she’ll buy them a

little bit of fruit. She often came over to do the cooking, so the whole family could share what

it had.

There was a sense in which some people in this group were trying – unsuccessfully – to cope

with an overwhelming wave of misfortune. Mr I.J. was striving to earn enough to meet his

outgoings; he was juggling the bills and each month choosing which to pay and which to

leave. His difficulties rested in the fact that his wife was dying, and although he had taken

two jobs, he could only work restricted hours because he visited the hospital every day and

also wanted to be at home when his teenage daughter got back from school. His housing

benefit had been reduced because he was deemed to be under-occupying. The couple had an

‘extra’ room because their son was in prison, but he was due to be released within the year.

Ms Z.A. was also finding it difficult to resolve her financial crisis: her father had died

recently and she had had to take out a loan of £4,000 to meet the funeral costs, which was

creating difficulties with her meeting other bills.

By contrast, other respondents admitted they were poor at managing their finances. Ms O.Q.

was open about the fact that she liked to spend money, and said that this was the reason she

had defaulted on her mortgage. In her view it still remained preferable to spend money first

and figure things out later, and she saw no need to compromise on what she wanted or to

make economies. Similarly, Mrs M.N. – despite seeing a debt counsellor – had made little

progress with her financial difficulties. She was self-employed, and said that she tended to

deal with the stress of her financial difficulties by taking a day off work.

Sub-subsistence

In this report, ‘sub-subsistence’ is defined as living on an income below the minimum that

can be derived from reliance on Job Seekers’ Allowance or Income Support. This category is

predicated on the assumption that these benefits are set at a subsistence level, so defining

income falling below that level as ‘sub-subsistence’. Six respondents fell into this category.

Five of these were wholly reliant on benefit income, and were not in a position to become

indebted because they had limited access to credit. Ms P.Q. was an exception in this group,

because although she was in work, her work circumstances meant that her and her two

children were still living below subsistence level. Ms P.Q. worked for eleven hours a week

as a personal carer for a local woman with a serious kidney disease. As a consequence, Ms

P.Q.’s earned income was below JSA level. However, Ms P.Q. preferred not to apply for JSA

because in her experience the benefit was too precarious. She had failed to attend a work-

readiness interview because it clashed with her part-time work, and as a consequence had
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been threatened with cessation of her housing benefit. In her view, the housing benefit was

more secure if she did not apply for JSA at all. Ms P.Q. was a very careful manager of her

money, reliant on a combination of just housing benefit, child benefit, child tax credit and

her earned income. However, she regarded her principal difficulty as prescription charges.

She had none of the ‘passporting’ benefits that would give her access to free medication,

which she needed following operations on her knees. Her joints had been permanently

damaged by the time she spent in domestic servitude as a child, cleaning marble floors.

Other respondents in this group were wholly reliant on benefit income that had been

reduced for various reasons. Miss U.W. had had to take out an emergency loan because

when she moved into her new flat there had been no oven. Her JSA had been reduced from

£72 a week to £45, in order to meet the repayment. She was also paying off a council tax bill;

because she had paid inconsistently she has been subject to added charges, and now has to

find £180 a month. Overall, Miss U.W. was keeping up with her other bills, but has cut back

her family expenditure to a minimum. She no longer uses any electricity or heating when

her sons are at school.

Both Miss B.D. and Ms U.V. were dealing with a deduction in their housing benefit payment

as a consequence of being judged to be under-occupying. Ms U.V. had difficulties with

depression and exhaustion but was adept at managing on very little. During the interview

she described subsisting on a diet of lentils and cheap bags of fruit. Miss B.D. was finding it

harder to deal with her circumstances. She had mental health problems which made

managing the technicalities of her finances very difficult. At the time of the interview, there

was a problem with her gas meter but she became anxious negotiating the various telephone

options given by the gas company and simply could not arrive at a resolution. There was

little sense that Miss B.D. – living alone and panicky at the thought of leaving her flat – was

coping with her situation or that the situation would improve.

Conclusion

A more detailed report on respondents’ financial resilience will be prepared later in this

course of this study, and so this chapter has aimed to give a broad overview of the economic

status of the respondents. A narrative account of whether or not respondents were working,

in part-time work or wholly reliant on benefits does not necessarily amount to a particularly

nuanced account of respondents’ financial circumstances. Again, a more dynamic approach

places people within a particular trajectory. Many of the respondents were travelling from

one financial state to another, having been in one situation and then moving onwards,

upwards or downwards to another.
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Understanding respondents’ financial constitutes an essential context for analysis of housing

decisions. People who are ‘holding steady’ and seeking to keep fragile finances on an even

keel are unlikely to seek changes that will have uncertain outcomes in terms of income or

expenditure. It is necessary for households to be moving up or at a comfortable plateau for

some time before feeling sufficiently confident to move out of social housing and into owner

occupation. Combining the dynamics of household finances and housing need provides a

foundation for understanding housing decisions, as will become evident in the following

chapters.
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Chapter five: Overcrowding

Introduction

The report introduction underlined the degree of pressure in the London housing market.

There is evidence of increasing household size, and of a growing incidence of overcrowding.

Amongst the 54 respondents, 26 of the households were in properties that were suitable to

their household size, when applying the Social Sector Size Criteria. Of the remaining,

thirteen of the households were overcrowded, and fifteen of the households had housing

that was over-large for their households’ needs. The following two chapters explore aspects

of both overcrowding and under-accommodation, and consider the circumstances in which

these situations arose, the impact on the household, and measures taken to rectify the

situation. It is evident that the constraints of the London social housing market are not

always the principal reason for difficulties. A mismatch between housing and household

size is very much a function of family dynamics, and was viewed by households in a variety

of ways.

The Social Sector Size Criteria

It is not the purpose of this report to question or debate the appropriateness or otherwise of

the presumptions that underlie the criteria included in the Social Sector Size Criteria (SSSC).

This report uses the SSSC to assess degrees of overcrowding and under-occupation, because

these are the standards that are brought into play in assessing eligibility for housing benefit.

Families that are deemed to be in houses too large for their needs will see a reduction of 14

per cent in their eligible rent if they have one bedroom above their needs, and 25 per cent if

they have two or more bedrooms too many.

The SSSC presumes that a separate bedroom should be available for each of the following in

a household:

 a couple;

 any other person aged 16 or over;

 each pair of individuals under the age of sixteen and the same sex;

 each pair of children under the age of 10, of either sex; and

 any ‘unpaired’ child
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It is evident that a household can move into or out of being overcrowded or under-occupied

as their children become older. For the respondents, issues arose particularly as children

reached the age of ten, and where their children were of widely separate ages. For many

families, the issue of overcrowding rested on circumstances that were simply deemed not to

be suitable or appropriate. For example, couples with babies did not regard those babies as

being in immediate need of a separate room, but as time passed then the need for separate

sleeping space became more acute. Certain age and gender mixes were not regarded

favourably. Also, as will be seen, the households also regarded overcrowding not just in

terms of number of bedrooms, but in terms of space too.

Overcrowded households

Households were generally overcrowded because there were too many children for the size

of the property, and the spread of ages and gender mix created difficulties. Mr and Mrs C.D.

had moved into their small house just as their daughter was born. Their oldest son was three

at the time, and the couple was told that the two children could share a bedroom. However,

they had since had another son, and at the time of the interview their two boys were aged 15

and 7, and their daughter was 12. This mix of children could not be expected to share a

single bedroom. Mr and Mrs V.W. had also three children, all under the age of three, in a

two-bed house. Both Mr and Mrs C.E. and Mr and Mrs I.K. were in one-bed flats with

babies, as was Ms T.U.. For all these respondents, it was the change in household size that

meant that the property was overcrowded. In all cases, households had moved into their

properties when the household ‘fitted,’ and it was family growth that created the problems.

In other cases, overcrowding developed because children became older. Under the SSSC,

children over the age of 10 and of different genders are expected to have their own

bedrooms. This was not possible for Mrs V.X., who had a family of three children – two

daughters aged 29 and 5, and a son aged 17. Technically, the family required four bedrooms,

and she was one bedroom short. Ms Z.A. had two children – a boy aged 14 and a girl aged 9

– and again had one bedroom too few.

There were two further cases that were a little unusual. Mr and Mrs Q.R. were living in a

one-bed flat with Mrs Q.R.’s nephew. Mrs Q.R. had escaped from her country during a time

of warfare, but many members of her extended family had stayed behind including her

nephew. The couple thought he was particularly vulnerable because he had restricted

vision, and Mr and Mrs Q.R. decided to accept guardianship of the boy and bring him to live

in London. Within months of his moving into their one-bedroom flat, Mrs Q.R. fell pregnant.

At the time of the interview, the baby was sleeping in the bedroom with its parents, and the

nephew slept on the sofa in the small combined kitchen/living room in what was not a

particularly large property.
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Mrs R.S. was also overcrowded, living with eight children in a five-bedroom house. Her

eldest daughter was aged 22, and had a severely disability. Other children ranged in age

from three to seventeen. Mrs R.S. had been recently decanted from a large property in the

private rented sector, probably because the combined local housing allowance and child

benefit had taken the household over the limited allowed by the Benefit Cap.

Impact of overcrowding

Respondents spoke in various ways about the impact of overcrowding on their families.

Chronic sleeplessness and lack of privacy were in evidence. Mrs C.D. was perhaps the most

voluble, and she had been seeking a move for some years. The terraced home in which she

lived with her husband and three children was not large – it was a small ‘two up, two

down’, with a bathroom on the ground floor behind the kitchen. Upstairs, the property had

a tiny landing and, leading off it, two small bedrooms. These had little space for any

furniture apart from beds. Mr C.D. slept in one bedroom with his eldest son, and Mrs C.D.

slept in the second room with her two youngest children. Mrs C.D. was concerned that her

older son had no space to study, and his exams were imminent. Mrs V.X. was also living in

somewhat chaotic circumstances with her children. In order for her older son and daughter

to have their own bedrooms, she had her youngest daughter sleeping with her in the same

bed.

Privacy was very clearly an issue for overcrowded families as children became older. Ms

Z.A. had tried to manoeuvre a wardrobe to split her children’s bedroom into two, since she

thought it inappropriate for a boy of 14 to be sharing with a girl of 9. Ms P.Q. often insisted

that her son and daughter (aged 12 and 11) have the two bedrooms in the flat, and slept on

the sofa in the living room. However, this upset her daughter, who wanted her mother to

sleep in a proper bed. Mrs M.N. had taken the step of making her living room into a

bedroom for herself, since she could no longer expect her two adult sons to be sharing a

room.

However, for households living in flats with combined kitchen/living rooms, the options for

creating separate bedroom space were limited. The couples with babies found it particularly

hard to find space for all the baby equipment, including cots and prams. Having a baby

sleeping in the same room could be problematic. For example, when the baby woke early,

Mr I.K. generally got out of bed and finished his sleep on the sofa before getting off to work.

It is notable that the impact of overcrowding was heightened in properties that had

problems with damp as it meant that the space available for sleeping was further limited.

Ms F.G. had two children aged twelve and six in a two-bed flat. The smaller of the two

bedrooms had just enough room for a bunk bed, and so it made sense for her daughter to
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sleep with her in the bigger bedroom. However, this room was so damp that she had to pull

all the furniture away from one wall. Ms F.G.’s son already had asthma, and she did not

want her daughter’s health to be affected. It is notable that Ms F.G. was the only

overcrowded respondent who wanted to move because of damp in her property and not

because of a lack of space.

Decisions in response to overcrowding

Of the thirteen households that were deemed to be overcrowded, nine were looking to

move. Not all of these moves were planned to be within social housing, and one couple were

considering house purchase.

Moving on: the social housing route

Some of the households that were looking to move were actively petitioning their landlords

for a larger property. Mr and Mrs C.D. were told that they would simply have to wait. They

did not give any consideration to a private rental. Mrs C.D. did not like the fact that the

landlord would not be known to them, and had heard stories about harassment. The couple

were ‘holding steady’ financially, and Mrs C.D. was already well aware that a move to a

larger housing association property with a bigger rent and increased bills would be a strain

on their finances; a private rental would simply not be sustainable.

Ms. P.Q. had also been trying to move, but had not been able to take the one property she

had been offered. This new property had been a maisonette, spread over two floors. The

problems Ms P.Q. had with her knees meant that she found access to her current first-floor

flat difficult, but at least once inside she could move around easily since it was all on one

level. However, she thought she would be unlikely to be given a better choice than the

maisonette. She thought that being on housing benefit was a disadvantage: ‘if you pay

yourself, they help you more’.

Financial difficulties were at the heart of Mrs Z.A.’s difficulties with moving. She was living

in a two-bedroom flat with her teenage son and daughter aged nine. She had lived close to

her family in Hackney all her life, and they all had the same housing association landlord.

Mrs Z.A. had taken care of her father in his final illness. Paying the funeral bill had created

problems across all her finances, and she had fallen into rent arrears. After her father died,

she had wanted to move back into the flat she had grown up in. Her brother, who still lived

with her father, had just been decanted by their landlord into a smaller flat and the

respondent put a bid in for the property immediately. However, her landlord said that

because she had rent arrears, they would not consider her request for a transfer.
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Mr and Mrs C.E., in a small one-bed flat with a baby, were finding problems in negotiating a

move as shared owners. He would have thought about making alterations to his flat but he

had grown tired of anti-social behaviour issues in neighbouring flats. Mr C.E.’s difficulty

was in trying to secure a property in Islington, close to the two office bases where he was

working as part of a primary health care team. He had been told that he would have to wait

for a larger shared ownership property, and so was aiming to sell his current property and

attempt to accelerate his ‘re-entry’ to shared ownership by applying for a new property from

the private rented sector. He was apprehensive about trying to find a private rental in Inner

London, and thought that even a few months renting privately would substantially reduce

any capital gains they might make through the sale of their housing share. Overall, Mr C.E.

was not particularly confident about his plan, but thought they had few options. Other

overcrowded tenants knew that they had to move, but were delaying taking any action. Ms

T.U. knew that her one-bed flat would not be big enough for herself and her baby, and she

would have to move ‘eventually. I will stay here for as long as I can. Eventually I am going to have

to look.’ In part, she was delaying looking until she had settled back into work and it had

become clear how much she would be paying in childcare: she knew that, to secure another

intermediate rent property, her income had to reach a certain level. Mr and Mrs V.W. were

in a similar position. Mrs V.W. had just had a baby, and Mr V.W. was looking to increase his

hours in work. The couple planned to move but in four or five years’ time; they had as yet

not taken any action.

Aspiring home owners

Two of the respondents who were overcrowded were aiming to deal with their difficulties

by purchasing their own property. Both these households had positive economic trajectories,

as might be expected. Mr and Mrs I.K. were aiming at house purchase in the medium term,

and in the meantime were not seeking to resolve their housing problems. Mrs Q.R. had more

definite plans. She knew that her family was grossly overcrowded, with four living in a one-

bed flat. However, the area where they lived was going to be subject to a regeneration

programme, and in her view her household was likely to be decanted into a two-bedroom

property. She had noted that on the tenancy agreement, they were entitled to buy their flat

at a 50 per cent discount. In her view it made better sense to wait and buy a larger flat than

to consider attempting to purchase their current property, which was already far too small.

She had reviewed her options with the bank, and felt confident that they would be able to

make the finances work.

Overcrowded non-movers

There were a number of overcrowded households with no plans to move. The decision to

stay was explained by financial instability, coupled with an expectation that the situation
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would resolve itself. Mrs M.N., living with her adult sons, had multiple debts including rent

arrears. She was waiting for one of her adult sons to move out although one was only in

work sporadically and the other was still at FE college. Mrs V.X. was more certain that her

situation would change, since her eldest daughter was planning to get married within the

following year, and move out. This meant that the family would then be appropriately

housed although in total they had been overcrowded in the property since her youngest

daughter was born, five years ago.

Mrs R.S., living with her eight children in a five-bed flat, was been extremely happy with the

move from a privately rented property despite the fact that the family remained technically

overcrowded in the new property. She had seen a substantial reduction in the rent, which

was much more affordable. She had no desire to move, and her daughter was planning to

remain at home when she started an undergraduate course at a London University.

Conclusions

Thirteen households were living in properties that were too small for their needs according

to the SSSC. In some instances, there was what might be termed ‘technical’ overcrowding,

caused by a gender mix amongst children over the age of ten. There was in these instances

felt to be an acute problem with privacy, particularly where much older boys were sharing

with their younger sisters. Couples were tolerating sleeping with babies in their bedroom,

but were unlikely to be as sanguine as the babies grew into toddlerhood. A couple of the

respondents were waiting out a period of overcrowding, with a view to moving into owner

occupation in the medium term. The majority were seeking to move within the social

housing system, but for the most part were finding obstacles in terms of the lack of available

property, lack of suitable property and administrative obstacles such as having rent arrears.

However, it was evident that people viewed their housing circumstances in a variety of

ways, and could be more or less proactive about dealing with overcrowding that in some

circumstances carried substantial impact on quality of life. Tolerance was informed by an

understanding – particularly amongst mature families – that time would resolve the issue.

Where there was an understanding that applying for a transfer might take years to effect a

change, it was as sensible to wait as to seek a move. For younger families, the issue was

much more acute since the problem would only worsen in the short and medium term.
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Chapter six: Under-occupation

Introduction

Twelve of the households in the survey were overcrowded, and fourteen were in properties

that – applying the Social Sector Size Criteria – were too large for their needs. In a housing

market where there is strong demand for accommodation and evidence of severe

overcrowding, it is useful to examine the circumstances of under-occupying households. It is

notable that thirteen of those households were in receipt of housing benefit, and so subject to

a reduction in their housing benefit as a consequence. This chapter considers the ways in

which the under-occupying households responded to their situation and in particular

reviews the willingness to move.

Under-occupation: the characteristics

There were many reasons for a household becoming under-occupied. For the majority of

households, this was because there had been a change in their household size. However, in

four instances the households had moved into properties that were already too large, and

with no expectation that their household size would increase. For example, Mr and Mrs

D.F.’s shared ownership property contained two bedrooms since the couple found it

appropriate to have a room spare for visitors. In the remaining three cases, the households

had been offered a property that was too large for their needs by their housing association

landlord. For all these households, the move had taken place prior to changes in housing

benefit eligibility. Miss B.E. had been offered a three-bed house, and had moved in with her

partner and two children who were both pre-schoolers at the time of the move. The

household had spent a long time in temporary accommodation, but had moved in a hurry

because the temporary contract was coming to an end. The house became available because

it had been refused by another family, but Miss B.E. liked its location and was happy that it

had a garden. She was told at that time that she could have three bedrooms because her

children were not the same gender. However, now that the housing benefit changes have

taken place, she has been informed that the children – both under the age of ten – should be

sharing and that she was under-occupying. Miss B.E. is likely to be deemed under-

occupying for the next four years unless other changes take place to her household.

The three other cases included Mr and Mrs D.G., who were living in a small two-bedroom

maisonette in Greenwich. The couple were towards the end of their working lives, and had

accepted the flat four years ago without questioning its size, although to them it felt small

after living a life in private rented housing large enough for themselves and their four
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children. The couple wanted an extra room for their adult children to stay over. Mr and Mrs

K.L. had lived in tied property for much of their working lives, and had been used to living

in a three-bed house. When Mr K.L. lost his job and the couple were asked to leave, they

held out for a two-bed house because Mr K.L. slept badly, and the couple had separate

bedrooms. Finally, Mr E.F. was living in an adapted two-bedroom flat that accommodated

his disability, and needed the additional room for a live-in carer.

In the remaining cases, over-accommodation had resulted from a change in the household

size. In almost every instance this was because adult children had left the parental home to

set up their own independent household. For these respondents, it was likely that the

household would reduce even further, as the parent was often still living with one or more

of their remaining children. So, for example, Ms F.H. had moved into her three-bed house

with her three daughters when they were all in primary school. She had lived in the house

for fifteen years, and just one of her daughters now remained in the parental home. Mr and

Mrs S.T. had been waiting for their current three-bed property to become available, because

it had a stair-lift; their son was confined to a wheelchair. However, just before they moved

in, their other son died so that technically from the offset the house was too large for their

needs. Furthermore, after they moved in they realised that it was too difficult to manoeuvre

their son on the stair lift, and so one of the reception rooms was converted into a bedroom

with attached shower room.

In a couple of cases, the degree to which the household was under-occupied was contested

by the family. In both instances, this was because members of the household were in prison

on short-term sentences. For example, Mr and Mrs I.J. had moved into a three-bed flat with

their son and daughter, with a move that was largely driven by the desire to take their son

out of an area of London where gang membership was commonplace. Unfortunately, just as

the household moved the son was involved in an incident with a weapon and received a

prison sentence. He was a teenager, due to be released in 2015, and the family want to have

space for him to return home. Ms K.M. had moved into a four-bed house with her five sons

over twenty years ago. However, the household now comprised Ms K.M. and one son.

Three sons were now living independently, but the fifth was in prison, due to be released

shortly. Again, the family wanted to keep a space to which he could return on his release.

Moving house: a response to under-occupation?

In total, six of the households that were under-occupied were planning to move house, but

in half those cases the decision to move was not necessarily reflective of the fact that their

house had become technically ‘too large.’ Rather, the difficulty lay in the house itself. Mr and

Mrs K.L., a couple living in a two-bed house, were rather more concerned that their property

was a maisonette. Mr K.L. had mobility problems, and would soon need a wheelchair and so
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the couple wanted a ground-floor flat. They had been offered a property in sheltered

accommodation – both were approaching retirement age – but did not think of themselves

as being old, and so rejected it. The couple knew that they were in a good position to hold

out for a somewhere they were happy with, because there was strong demand for their

current property. Similarly, Mr and Mrs X.Y. were also living in a maisonette, and seeking a

property more suited Mr T.’s disability and likely need for a wheelchair. Miss B.E. was also

anticipating moving, but not necessarily in the short-term and because in her view her

current house was too small. She was living in a three-bed property with a boy and girl who

had recently started primary school, but the third bedroom was not big enough. The room

was awkwardly shaped and had a large chimney breast which meant that a normal single

bed took almost all the space. In the future, the household will need a house with three

standard-sized rooms. Mr and Mrs I.J. also wanted a bigger house. Although it had three

bedrooms, the flat itself was very small and for them felt far too small for a family. The

family had only recently moved, and Mr I. J. was waiting for his daughter to settle at school

before applying for another property in the same area.

Two of the respondents were very clearly looking to downsize. Ms F.H. was certainly

looking to move to a smaller property, and indeed she saw this as one advantage of renting:

‘If it’s not yours, if it’s rented and you have an option of looking elsewhere and downsizing, then I

think, why not?’ She had no particular attachment to her property, and in her view the

neighbourhood had changed. For her, there was no reason to stay aside from the fact that

she had just paid for a new shower and wanted to get some use of it. Ms S.U. had already

been successful in negotiating a transfer from a three-bed to a two-bed property, which

being newly built. She was hoping that the bills would be lower in the smaller house: her

current house was spacious but included a large conservatory that made it difficult to heat.

She was dismayed to find that the rent of the two-bed was the same as her current house

although downsizing meant that there would be no reduction in her housing benefit as a

consequence of being under-0ccupied.

Under-occupation: the impact of the housing benefit changes

Twelve of the fourteen households that were under-accommodated were in receipt of

housing benefit, and almost all had their housing benefit reduced. Mrs S.T. was hoping that

the council had not noticed the conversion of a reception room for her disabled son: ‘The

spare room tax, how does that work with us? I’m still thinking that they’ve got us down a three-

bedroom so I don’t say no more!’ For all the remaining households, it might be expected that

housing benefit change featured in decision-making around whether or not they should

move. Ms S.U. was the only respondent who was seeking to move in order to effect an

improvement in her income, in aiming to see more of her rent covered by housing benefit.
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For the most part, and although the changes were having a substantive impact on incomes,

households who were under-occupying were not generally looking to move for that reason.

Six of the households had decided that they would absorb the reduction in their housing

benefit income and were making no effort to seek alternative accommodation. Both Miss

B.E. and Mr I.J. were working, although in neither case was it evident that they had taken up

work in response to a change in their housing benefit payment. Miss B.E. simply liked to

work, and had been eager to return to any job after her children had settled into primary

school. For Mr I.J. there was an equally strong work ethic, and despite substantial family

difficulties had two part-time jobs that he fitted around looking after his daughter and

visiting his wife in hospital. Ms K.M., in a four-bed house, was living with her son who had

a part-time job and so together they were able to deal with the shortfall, with contributions

made by her other adult sons who saw the house as a family resource.

The remaining respondents were meeting the shortfall between their housing benefit and

their rent from their other benefits, which essentially meant that they were living on income

that fell below subsistence levels. Miss B.D. was very isolated, and her mental health

problems meant that she was not necessarily capable of sorting out her housing situation.

However, she was adamant that she wanted to stay in her two-bed flat. This was the last

place where she had been together with her children, who had been taken into care. The

family home represented the hope of a better time.

In two cases, steps had been taken to appeal the decision to reduce the benefit. Miss O.P. had

been adamant that she was not going to move, and for the first two months after the

reduction was made she said she was at the stage of ‘heat or eat’. However, she already had a

solicitor because she was contesting an Employment Support Allowance claim relating to

her medical condition: she has a degenerative disease. The solicitor advised her to lodge an

appeal based on her need to have space for her son to come and help with her care. Even

without this intervention, Miss O.P. was clearly determined to stay in her property:

‘Yes I know it’s rented, yes I know it means it doesn’t belong to me but what they

don’t seem to get is this is my home. This is my children’s home and this is where I

raised my babies. There’s memories in this place…When people say it’s not your

home, it is.’

In the event, Miss O.P. was successful, and received a refund of the shortfall that was a

consequence of the changes.

Ms U.V. also had strong attachment to her house, which in her view was a safety net for her

two children, who both had mental health problems. She also lodged an appeal, but in this
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instance was less successful. She received a Discretionary Housing Payment [DHP] which

reducing her shortfall payment from £38 to £19 a week. However, at the time of the

interview the DHP was about to be reviewed and Ms U.V. was anticipating a further

reduction to her already sub-subsistence level income:

It sends you over the edge. People have committed suicide and I can see why. Because

alright we don’t own this house and it’s not just bricks and mortar, this is a feeling

and this is home. I don’t want to live anywhere else. I think mentally I signed a

tenancy unless I didn’t pay rent or I caused loads of problems for neighbours that’s

the only reason I was leaving not because I was forced out by some stupid tax.

Conclusion

In reviewing the explanations attached to the reasons why people are under-occupied and

the responses to those circumstances, no clear patterns emerge. Where people live their lives

in social housing, there will be points at which a property is too large for the household it

contains. However, there may be a long delay in decisions about moving because families

generally anticipate a period of flux. Where adult children leave home, return may be likely

and parents will continue to support both their children and their grandchildren by being

able to supply spare room. This issue carries particular impact where space was being kept

for sons who would soon be leaving custodial imprisonment: if they had been unable to

return to the parental home, then there would be very limited options for similarly settled

accommodation.

Delays could also be caused by the lack of suitable alternative accommodation. Such delays

were particularly evident for the couples seeking properties that were not just smaller, but

which would also be suitable for wheelchair use. In this instance, couples were taking the

time to decide, largely because they finally had some degree of choice in the matter. In both

instances they had moved into properties that required a great deal of work, and there was

no appetite for the prospect of moving into places that again required work, or where damp

was in evidence particularly when – as an older couple, with disability and limited income –

the chance of being able to rectify problems was considerably reduced.

The housing benefit change did not incentivise under-occupying households to move.

Generally, those moves were already being planned and were for other reasons. The

housing benefit changes were largely affecting those householders who believed they had

valid reasons for staying, or who did not believe that having a ‘spare room’ was sufficient in

itself to require them to move out of their home.
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Chapter seven: Conclusion

Introduction

This report has introduced the qualitative component of the g15 ‘Real London Lives’ project.

The research has applied a very particular style of analysis, which seeks to isolate the

‘dynamic’ elements of people’s biographies, and to help situate households on different

types of trajectories in terms of their family history and their economic circumstances. This

approach allows for the creation of a more nuanced understanding of housing behaviour.

Furthermore, this kind of approach permits the exploration of the ‘lived’ lives of social

housing tenants, and allows for a better understanding of housing behaviours.

Themes

At this first stage of the longitudinal study, the following conclusions have begun to emerge:

The value of social housing

 Contrary to the notion of somehow being able to manipulate ‘the system’, in actuality

tenants had little control of the outcome once they decided to seek social housing.

 All the tenants placed high value on their social housing tenancy, which they had

attained after waiting for a long period of – in some cases – a decade or more. There is

no ‘easy’ route into social housing in London, which explains a strong resistance to the

notion of moving into the private rented sector.

Aspiration and independence

 For some respondents, social housing was being used to effect an improvement in the

life-chances of their children, and there was an aspiration for those children to access

higher education, attain professional employment and become owner occupiers.

 For many respondents who were able to work, paying a ‘social’ rent meant that

independence from housing benefit might be achievable; this is something they

believed would not be possible if they had to pay a market rent in the private rented

sector.

 Lone parenthood did not necessarily mean a lifetime of benefit dependence. Many lone

parents anticipated a short period out of work whilst children were at primary school,

but wanted to re-engage with the labour market when children were older. However,

child-care costs remained an issue.
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 Being in social housing meant that fluctuating family income did not necessarily lead to

homelessness. Many of the respondents in the study had dramatic turns of fortune, but

a protracted period of unemployment or ill-health did not lead to the loss of the family

home, and provided underlying stability.

Fitting property to household

 The group that were most likely to be under-occupying were mature families and

‘active’ grandparents that were still supporting their adult offspring. Independence was

not necessarily easy to achieve in the London housing and labour market, and parents

anticipated an extended flux period of ‘failed flight’.

 Discussion needs to take place of ‘under-occupying’ families retaining space for family

members serving short-term prison sentences.

 Changes to housing benefit are unlikely to make under-occupying households move to

smaller properties. In this study, the households that moved were often already seeking

to downsize.

 Households who wanted to move within social housing had a number of obstacles

including a prohibition on transfer for households in rent arrears and problems with

damp and disrepair that made exchanges unlikely.

 A limited supply of adapted properties was creating ‘log jams’ in moving older couples

out of family-sized homes.

Financial stability

 Housing benefit changes are just one of a series of changes that are destabilising

households on low incomes. Under-occupying households are unlikely to isolate a

reduction in housing benefit as their main issue: increased utility costs and changes to

council tax benefit were both deemed to be highly problematic, particularly by low-

income working households.

 Many of the tenants who were interviewed regarded increases in utility costs as a

substantial issue.

 Many of the respondents were in difficult circumstances financially, and had

insufficient income to cover even modest expenditure on essentials. Three quarters of

the respondents were faring no better than ‘holding steady’, and many were either

recovering from complex debt, spiralling downwards into debt or living at below

subsistence level. Even those individuals that were highly skilled and disciplined in

managing their household finances were finding themselves in difficulty. Work or an
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increase in working hours was not necessarily a feasible solution for all these

households.

Vulnerability

 The most economically vulnerable residents in the study were not those with the most

severe disabilities. Many of the respondents in the study were marginalised because of

lower-level mental health problems, and some were made doubly so by their isolation.

These individuals were likely to fall under the radar because their problems did not

necessarily fit the criteria for assessment under disability regulations. However, these

were respondents who were also vulnerable to sanctions regimes. Without close

familial support, these are households most likely to be subsisting on below-benefit

level income.

 Many of the residents in the study were delivering care on a largely informal basis to

members of their extended family. This care tended to be cross-generational, and

include care of parents by their children, and of grandchildren by their grandparents.

This level of caregiving was generally meshed into and accommodated part-time work

and often required the care givers and care receivers to live reasonably close to each

other.

Protecting the family

 There is a strong sense in which social housing carries the ability to protect and

strengthen family units. A social housing tenancy was in no sense viewed as a ‘reward’

for single parenthood. The majority of lone parents had entered into tenancies with a

partner.

 Furthermore, within the sample, it was evident that the – predominantly female – lone

parents were over the long term engaging with the labour market and creating stable

and settled homes. For all households, social housing provided insulation against the

shocks and misfortunes which might otherwise lead to homelessness, such as

relationship breakdown, accident, illness or a loss of work.

Conclusion

This report has begun the task of introducing the households included in the g15 ‘Real

London Lives’ project. The tenant biographies that conclude this report indicate that there is

substantial variation amongst social housing tenants which preclude any over-arching

generalisation. The qualitative research has applied what might be termed a ‘pathways’

approach to analysing the data collected via face-to-face interview, and in doing so presents
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an alternative framework for understanding the lives of social housing tenants. The report

aims to represent a lived experience of housing, which in this instance considered household

movement and financial status. An appreciation of the fact that social housing tenants live

their lives in social housing helps towards an understanding that ‘housing’ choices are not

made simply on the basis of house size or rent level or housing benefit entitlement which

means that it is possible better to understand a range of issues. This report has taken the

example of behaviour in response to overcrowding and under-occupation. Further reports in

this series will consider work and financial resilience.
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Appendix: Tenant biographies

Note that some demographic facts have been deliberately obscured to protect

confidentiality.

Mr A.C. is a single man, in his late 40s, living in a one-bed flat in Greenwich. Mr A.C. had

been an engineer, and spent part of his life working in Paris. However, he returned to the

UK when his mother fell ill and for a long period of time was her principal carer. He moved

into his current flat when she died, but has been a decade out of the labour market and is

finding it difficult to get work. Although he is extremely careful with his finances, he is

falling behind with the bills, and has started to accrue a credit card debt.

Mr and Mrs A.D. live in a two-bed flat in Waltham Forest with their daughter aged seven.

The couple emigrated from Latin America to find work in London, and for a time Mr A.D.

worked in retail and they lived in a house in multiple occupation. They applied for social

housing when Mrs A.D. fell pregnant. They decided to improve their circumstances through

training, and Mr A.D. gained a degree in graphic design. However, a problem has since

arisen with regard to the relationship between his student loan and housing benefit. It is

claimed that there has been an overpayment and the couple are now deep in debt and

accruing rent arrears.

Mrs B.C. (38) lives in Tower Hamlets, with her three children: a boy (9) and girl (7), and a

baby girl. Mrs B.C. is currently on maternity leave from a part-time job in a fast-food

restaurant. She has recently moved from a two-bed to a three-bed flat, but is now living in

an area away from friends and family. She is worried about child care costs when she

returns to work, and is accruing complex debt.

Miss B.D. is 42 and lives in a two-bed flat in Southwark. She moved into the flat with her

daughters, but developed mental health problems and the children were taken into care. She

still has problems with anxiety, and finds it difficult to leave the house some days. She has

taken the opportunity to work with a local charity that is supporting her attempts to get into

work. The shortfall in her housing benefit means that Miss B.D. is living on an income below

subsistence level.

Miss B.E. lives in a three-bed house with her two children who are both at primary school.

Miss B.E. was homeless before securing temporary accommodation and then her current

property. The children live with their father over the weekend so she can work part-time in

a local bar/restaurant. Her finances were already rocky when the changes in housing benefit

meant that her payments were reduced because they had one bedroom too many. She fell
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into rent arrears. Ms B.E. had also taken out a Provident loan to pay for a new washing

machine. She knew that the interest rate was extortionate, but she felt she could manage the

£3 a week repayments. Ms B.E. is looking to increase her working hours and is working hard

to get back on track with her spending.

Mr and Mrs C.D. live in a two-bed house in Newham with their three two sons aged 15 and

7 and daughter aged 12. The family is severely overcrowded, and the couple sleep

separately: Mr C.D. in one room with his oldest son, and Mrs C.D. in another with the two

youngest children. Mr C.D. works full-time in a fast food restaurant. The couple find it

difficult to cope financially, but Mrs C.D. is a determined manager of the family finances.

They know that it would be difficult to manage the finances if they moved into a larger

property but simply have no privacy and no room for their oldest son to study.

Mr and Mrs C.E. live in an Inner London borough, with their baby. Mr C.E. works in the

health service, and is able to walk to the two offices where he has bases. The one-bed flat is

in shared ownership, and Mr C.E. moved into the flat as a single person. The couple are

aiming to move, but Mr C.E. is uncertain about his job security and is finding the route up

the shared ownership ladder difficult to negotiate. The couple think that they may have to

sell their flat and live in the PRS for a time before trying to get back into a larger housing

association property.

Mr and Mrs C.F. came to the UK as economic migrants from the Caribbean. They live in a

three-bed house with their two children. Before having her children, Mrs C.F. worked in café

that went out of business. However, she is aiming to get back into work through re-training

in catering; Mr C.F. has not been able to get work, and is looking to find employment as a

driver although Mrs C.F. thinks he is restricting his options. The couple are in a difficult

position financially, and have fallen behind with all their major bills. They have been taken

to court for non-payment of their television license. Mr C.F.’s mother helps out where she

can, but she is a pensioner and has very little.

Mrs D.E. migrated to the UK from Latin America as an adult. She lives in Barking &

Dagenham in a two-bed flat with her daughters (8 and 9). Mrs D.E. has a part-time job on a

zero-hours contract. Following the breakdown in her relationship she started to accrue rent

arrears: her husband used to sort out the finances. She is now slowly paying back her debts,

and trying to secure a hotel job with better hours. Child care remains problematic. She is also

completing formal training to teach English as a foreign language.

Mr and Mrs D.F. are close to retirement, and live in a two-bed flat in Waltham Forest. They

are shared owners, having bought into the property after a long period of renting privately.

They thought they would have to move out of London after their block of flats was
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purchased and the rent substantially increased following refurbishment. They felt that

shared ownership was an ideal opportunity. They were able to pay off a large proportion of

the mortgage from their savings, and are now left with a low monthly rental payment which

is far below their previous private rent. Mrs D.F. is a nurse, and is looking to reduce her

working hours. Mr D.F. works as a self-employed trainer.

Mr and Mrs D.G. live in Greenwich in a small two-bed maisonette. Mr D.G. is on JSA and

close to retirement, but has diabetes and is unlikely to find work again. He used to be a

gardener/chauffeur. Mrs D.G. is also on JSA. The couple are entirely reliant on benefits, and

have a shortfall in their housing benefit because they have a bedroom additional to their

needs. The pair lives on income below subsistence level. The couple have no debts but

occasionally have to juggle the bills. They are extremely careful managers, counting each

penny.

Mr E.F. (33) has a severe physical disability, which limits his mobility, and lives in a two-bed

flat in Camden with his professional carer. Mr E.F. has a degree and works as a volunteer

administrator in a hospice, but there are few opportunities in the labour market for someone

with his level of disability. Utility bills are a difficulty, since Mr E.F. is at home all day and

being cold makes his condition worse. He remains reliant on his mother to help support his

finances but she will soon be retiring.

Mr E.G. is a single man aged 34, living alone in a one-bed flat in Waltham Forest. Mr E.G.

has mental health problems which he admits make him very difficult to get on with. His flat

is chaotic, and it appears that someone else is also living there. He split very acrimoniously

with his wife and now no longer sees her or his son which now makes him quite isolated

since he has no other family in the UK. He has recently had an operation to his spine which

means that he is currently in receipt of disability payments, but says that in any case he has

no intention of working. He is able to live at subsistence level, and has a number of

economising strategies including growing vegetables in his back garden.

Ms F.G. (37) recently divorced from her husband and lives with her son (12) and daughter

(6). The family lives in a two-bed flat with serious damp. Her son has asthma, and she is

worried that the damp may also begin to affect her daughter. Ms F.G. wants to transfer but

knows the chances are slim. She worked in a variety of retail jobs before having her children

and is currently in training as a beautician. She aims to be back in work again soon and

hopes, eventually, to get into nursing.

Ms F.H. is in her 40s and lives with her adult daughter in a three-bed house in Waltham

Forest. She moved into the house with her three daughters, and two have now moved out

and are settled. She often takes care of her grandchildren. She was unemployed at the time
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of the interview, but had only recently lost her job and was actively searching for another

one. She is trained in the catering business. Her finances are currently in disarray following

some confusion with housing benefit that led to an overpayment and suspension of her JSA.

She is seeking to move from her current property less because of its size and more because

she no longer likes the area she is living in, and wants a change.

Mr G.H. is a single man in his 50s living in a one-bed flat. He came to the UK from

Continental Europe as an economic migrant, but became street homeless and had a problem

with drugs. He fell seriously ill and was taken to hospital, and from there was referred to a

housing association. He is finding it difficult to get back into the labour market, although he

is searching actively. He borrowed money to retrain as a driving instructor but failed the

teaching element of his exam and has no money to re-sit. His debts mean that he is currently

living below subsistence level.

Mr and Mrs G.I. live with their daughter (10) and son (7) in a two-bed property in Waltham

Forest. They are looking to move to a larger property because they think it inappropriate for

their children to share. Mrs G.I. is the main earner and works part-time in the civil service.

Mr G.I. has a medical problem and so restricts his working hours. The couple are saving,

and prioritise educational opportunities for their children.

Mr and Mrs H.I. live with their son, a teenager, and their two daughters aged 12 and 14. The

family has lived in their three-bed property for eight years, and the couple feel that this will

be the place they spend their retirement. Mrs H.I. is a teacher, and Mr H.I. works in London

transport. Aside from child benefit, the family does not receive any state support and are on

a ‘comfortable plateau’ financially.

Ms H.J. lives in Newham. She moved to London to escape domestic violence, and after a

long period living in a hostel has settled into a one-bed flat. Ms H.J. works part-time as a

school cleaner, and wants to increase her work hours, find an additional job or find another

job with longer hours but has so far been unsuccessful. She is skilled enough to manage

financially, but finds it difficult particularly to afford the utilities. She is wondering whether

to move back to the area of the UK where her adult children still live.

Mr and Mrs I.J. live in an Inner London borough with their daughter, who is at secondary

school. Mr I.J., in his late 50s, has two part-time cleaning jobs which he manages around

taking care of his daughter and visiting his wife in hospital. Mrs I.J. has a brain tumour, and

is not likely to recover. Mr I.J. accrued debt as a consequence of his wife falling ill, and has

still not regained an even keel financially. The family is deemed to be overcrowded because

their son is in prison, and they are keeping a room for him; he is due to be released shortly.
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Mr and Mrs I.K. live in Newham in a one-bed flat with their baby. Mrs I.K. was a single

woman living alone at the time of the initial interview, but since then has married and is on

maternity leave from her job in a high-street retail outlet. Mr and Mrs I.K. are at the early

stages of sorting out their joint family finances. Mr I.K. works full-time for a dry cleaner, and

the couple hope eventually to buy their own property.

Mr J.L. (52) lives alone in a one-bed flat in Waltham Forest. He had a difficult childhood and

spent some time in institutional care. He is still reliant on the mental health services, and is

in receipt of disability benefits. He has had work in IT support, but would prefer to work

freelance now. However, he thinks that being self-employed would unbalance his carefully

managed but precarious finances. Falling into debt has, in the past, exacerbated his mental

health problems.

Mr and Mrs J. K. live in Haringey with their son and daughter, both in primary school. They

moved to the UK from Somalia, to escape the conflict. Mr J. K. picks up casual work to fit

around his training; he aims to be a qualified painter and decorator. Mrs J.K. takes care of

the home. The family are in a two-bedroom terrace but all sleep in one room because the

house is difficult to heat. Family is holding steady financially, and anticipate that their

circumstances will improve when Mr J. K. finishes his training.

Mr and Mrs K.L. are close to retirement and live in Merton. Mr K.L. was a school caretaker

for over 20 years but had to give this up because he has a problem with his spine. His wife

took voluntary redundancy from being a teaching assistant and is his main carer. The couple

were decanted from their tied property, and secured a two-bed house: they have separate

bedrooms because Mr K.L. does not sleep well. They aim to move to ground-floor property.

Mr and Mrs K.L. are careful money managers, and most of their income comes from their

work pensions. They have been able to secure a DHP to cover the housing benefit shortfall,

but this is due to run out.

Ms K.M. is near pension credit age, and lives in a four-bedroom house with her adult son.

He has a disability, but is able to work part-time. She moved into the house more than

twenty years ago with five sons after she divorced from her husband. One of her sons is in

prison, but due to be released shortly. The other sons contribute to the upkeep of the family

home, which is the only place large enough for the whole family to meet together. However,

she still has difficulty in keeping up with the bills.

Ms and Ms L.N. are a same-sex couple in a one-bed flat in Inner London. The flat was

allocated to Ms L.N. (37) who has long-standing mental health problems and spent some ten

years homeless and then living in a supported hostel before finally being allocated a

property. She was quite isolated, with no family connections in London but then met her
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partner who works in local government. They have been living together for around two

years. Ms L.N. is currently waiting for an ESA assessment, but now that her condition is

gradually improving is aiming to get a part-time job.

Mrs M.N. is self-employed, and lives with her two adult sons in a two-bed flat in Lewisham.

Her youngest son is in FE college and her oldest son works part-time in a local gym. The

household is technically overcrowded, and more so since Mrs M.N. works from home. The

business is not succeeding, and her income fluctuates widely. As a consequence, the

household is accruing debts. Mrs M.N. has seen a debt counsellor, but hopes that her

situation will resolve itself through an upswing in her business.

Mr and Mrs M.O. live in a southern London borough with their teenaged daughters. Mrs

M.O. is self-employed as a child-minder, and her husband is a driver. They began to accrue

complex debt when Mr M.O. lost his job in the education authority: they delayed applying

for housing benefit, hoping that the period of unemployment would be limited. However, it

lasted some months and they fell a long way behind with the rent. Mr M.O. is now back in

work and the couple are climbing out of debt.

Ms N.O. is a lone parent aged 35, living in Islington with her two daughters aged two and

twelve. The family lives in a two-bed flat. Ms N.O. fell out with her family when she was a

teenager, and ended up living in a hostel. She was finally allocated a flat, and started a

family. Ms N.O. has now rebuilt relations with her mother, who cares for her youngest

grand-daughter whilst Ms N.O. is at work; she works as a part-time teaching assistant. Ms

N.O. is generally keeping on top of her finances but is falling behind with the council tax

and has not managed to renegotiate a payment plan.

Ms N.P. lives in Hackney with her daughters aged 12 and 14 in a two-bed flat in a converted

end-of-terrace house. She has lived in the flat for around thirteen years. She came to the UK

from the African continent with her oldest daughter who has since left home. Ms N.P. has

two-part time jobs, working through the late afternoon as a school cleaner and then doing an

evening shift at a local supermarket. She is an extremely careful financial manager, and is

saving enough to pay for extra science tuition for one of her daughters in the next school

year.

Miss O.P. is in her 40s, and has a degenerative condition which means that she is unable to

work. She lives in a three-bed house in Greenwich with her daughter, 18, who is at college.

Her daughter shares care responsibilities with her brother, who stays with them at the

weekend. Miss O.P. has successfully appealed against the reduction of her housing benefit,

which was a consequence of the property being technically under-occupied. She has also

had to contest the decision taken on her Employment Support Allowance. The family is on
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an even keel financially, but this is largely because of Miss O.P.’s extremely careful financial

management.

Ms O.Q. lives in a two-bed flat with her daughter, who is studying to teach outside sports.

Ms O.Q. became homeless some years ago, losing her owner occupied property largely

because – as she herself admits - she failed to contain her spending. She squatted in a nearby

flat with her two children for a while before finally approaching the council. The family

lived in a B&B hotel and then a hostel before being allocated a property. Her son had left to

live independently by this time. Ms O.Q. and her daughter were recently decanted to a new

two-bed flat, as part of a regeneration programme. Ms O.Q. has been diagnosed as having

cancer, and the prognosis is not good. She is floundering financially, but aiming to make

sure that money is available for her daughter to finish her HE course.

Ms P.Q. lives in Lambeth with daughter (12) and son (11) in a two-bed flat. She was born in

East Africa, and was taken from a refugee camp as a child and forced into domestic

servitude. She escaped when the family visited Europe, and was helped to find place to live

in London. Ms P.Q. has a part-time job as a personal care assistant. The hours tend to be

erratic and she is finding it difficult to secure additional work. Ms P.Q. underclaims, and is

not applying for Income Support because sanctions may mean that she loses housing

benefit. One of her biggest worries is the cost of prescriptions, because she has problems

with her knees. The family has income below subsistence level.

Mr and Mrs P.R. are a couple in their fifties who live in Hackney. They moved into their

two-bed maisonette with their son over twenty years, and had two other boys. Their eldest

son has now left home but their two adult sons, both in their twenties, are finding it difficult

to become independent. One son is self-employed but no-one else in the family is in work.

Mrs P.R. stopped working when the children were born, but has had jobs since. Mr P.R. was

working in a cycle shop until he injured his back. Both are actively seeking work,

undertaking training and refining their CVs as required. After accumulating consumer debt

when they were both in work, they are now wary of overspending and manage their

finances carefully.

Mr and Mrs Q.R. live in a one-bed flat in Merton with their baby. Mrs Q.R. is a nurse,

currently on maternity leave, and her husband works in a restaurant. They have become a

guardian of their teenage nephew, who also lives in the flat and who is partially-sighted.

Mrs Q.R. came to the UK as a teenager to escape war in her own country, where she had

been forced to be a child soldier. The couple are aiming to move into owner occupation.

Miss Q.S. is in her fifties and lives in Croydon. She lives in a three-bed terraced house with

her daughter (22) and son (14). She divorced some years ago, and for a long time has worked
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in an administrative capacity in education. This is a good job, and although she works part-

time the family is able to cope financially: they tend to live within their means. However,

Miss Q.S. is finding the house difficult to heat and may consider looking for a smaller

property. She has a long commute to work, and fits in twice-daily visits to her mother, who

is 84. Her daughter is finding it difficult to get steady work and is currently not applying for

any benefits.

Mrs R.S. is a recently-divorced lone parent from Brent. She comes from Somalia, and

migrated to the UK to escape the war. She lives with her eight children, whose ages range

from 3 to 22. The family lives in a five-bedroomed house. Mrs R.S. is principal carer of her

oldest daughter who has a severe physical disability. Mrs R.S. manages her finances well

and has no intention for her family to remain reliant on benefits. She has trained as an

accountant and her children are sent for extra tuition at the Muslim school. Her second

daughter is about to go to University.

Mr R.T. (42) lives in Bromley in a one-bed flat. He moved to London from a Northern city

with his mother after his parents divorced. His mother has since died. Mr R.T. had fallen in

with a bad crowd when he was a teenager and became a drug addict with drink problems.

These problems have only recently been resolved, as have other physical health problems.

He is retraining to get into computer work but is not well motivated to get into employment.

He is happy to get by on very little, but when he gets into difficulty his father his father

sends him money. Mr R.T. is thinking of relocating back to the north, to be with his

remaining family.

Mr and Mrs S.T. are a couple living with their two children. Their oldest son has a severe

physical disability, which limits his mobility: their three-bed house has been adapted to a

four-bed house so that he can sleep downstairs. Their daughter is about to start college. Mrs

S.T. is the principal carer of her son, and was working part-time until her husband was

diagnosed with cancer three years ago. He is now in the terminal stage. The family is

holding steady financially, but Mrs S.T. finds it difficult to negotiate the complex benefit

arrangements for her son and husband.

Ms S.U. lives in a three-bedroom house in Croydon with her daughter (12), and is a part-

time school cleaner. She has arranged to move to a smaller property now that her adult son

has left home although is unhappy that the rent in the new two-bed house is the same as her

current three-bed property. However, she will no longer be subject to a reduction in her

eligible rent for housing benefit purposes. Ms S.U. is slowly resolving the rent arrears that

were a consequence of the benefit changes. She would like to increase her work hours or get

another job but has been unable to find anything.
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Ms T.U. (28) is a lone parent, living in Croydon in a one-bed flat, on intermediate rent. She is

about to return to work after an extended period of maternity leave, from her job working

with a major insurer. The flat will be overcrowded, but she aims to stay there as long as

possible. Her biggest concern is sorting out childcare. Although her mother and sister live

nearby, both are also in work and so unable to help out.

Mr and Mrs T.V. are a couple in their thirties with a baby, living in a two-bed flat Waltham

Forest. They entered into shared ownership as a means of getting on the property ladder in

London. They would have preferred to live in North London but could not find anything

affordable of a reasonable size. Mr T.V. works full time at a local large shopping mall, and

Mrs T.V. is a self-employed language teacher. They get by financially without recourse to

housing benefit. Mrs T.V. would like to move into a larger property eventually, with some

outside space.

Ms U.V. lives alone in a three-bedroomed house in Greenwich. Her adult son has

schizophrenia which means that on occasion his pre-school grandson lives with her so that

his mother can work. Ms U.V.’s daughter also has mental health problems, which meant that

both her adult children sometimes need to stay over. Ms U.V. does not work because a

combination of medical conditions means she is easily tired. She is currently in receipt of

DHP to cover part of the reduction in her housing benefit, but this will come to an end

shortly. She has the skills to get by on sub-subsistence income, but is stressed and depressed

by the possibility of falling into rent arrears and losing her home.

Miss U.W. lives with her two primary-school aged sons in a two-bed flat in Croydon.

Around fourteen years ago she migrated from Somalia to move in with her brother, and

continued to live with him when she got married. She applied to the council for housing

when the relationship broke down, and lived in temporary accommodation for some years.

Miss U.W.’s finances are extremely fragile. She applied for a budget loan to buy bunk beds,

and reductions are still being made from her JSA. She has also had difficulty with changes to

the council tax. Debt repayments mean that her income falls below subsistence levels.

Mr and Mrs V.W. are a couple with children who live in a two-bed end of terrace house in

Newham. They have three children under the age of three; the baby is just three months old.

Mr V.W. is trained as a painter and decorator and works variable hours; he is sometimes

able to pick up overtime. The couple worry about the interaction between income and

benefits, particularly as Mr V.W. is aiming to increase his working hours.

Mrs V.X. lives in a three-bed house with her adult daughter (29), teenage son and younger

daughter still in primary school. Mrs P. came from the Caribbean with her husband to nurse

both her parents, and her family stayed in the UK because the children were in school. The



Living a life in social housing

66 |Living a Life in Social Housing

couple are now divorced. Mrs P. is unable to work, because she has a serious mental health

problem: she has, in the past, been in institutional care. Mrs V.X.’s daughter helps with care,

and aims to live close by after she gets married next year.

Mr and Mrs W.X. are in their fifties, and have been living in their three-bed semi-detached

house in Greenwich for over twenty years. Mrs W.X. become homeless with her young

children when her first husband stopped paying the mortgage, and after a period of sofa-

surfing with relatives and living in hostels remarried just as the house became available. Mrs

W.X.’s children – all daughters – are now adult. Just as her youngest daughter left home,

Mrs W.X.’s oldest daughter returned with her toddler, following relationship breakdown.

All three adults in the household are in work, sharing the childcare.

Miss W.Y. is a lone parent with a two-year old daughter living in a two-bed flat in Enfield.

She balances her time taking care of her daughter and her mother, who lives a ten-minute

walk away. She had succeeded to the tenancy when her mother moved to a smaller place.

Miss W.Y. is self-employed in the entertainment industry, but has been finding it difficult to

secure work with hours that fit around her care commitments, and was finding it difficult to

go through the process of re-applying for benefits after taking any short-term contracts on

offer. She has been in debt as a consequence of the fluctuations. Nevertheless she is

considering looking into house purchase.

Mr and Mrs X.Y. live in three-bed maisonette in Tower Hamlets, and have done for eleven

years. The couple’s two children have now left home although both live locally. Their

daughter brings their grandchild over each day so that she can hold down a part-time job.

Mr X.Y. lost his job through ill-health. He had a massive stroke which meant that he lost a

leg. Mrs X.Y. left work to be his principal carer. The couple are under-occupying but are

waiting for a property suitable for a wheelchair user.

Mrs X.Z. is a widow, close to pension credit age, living in a one-bed flat in Lambeth. She has

never worked, having spent most of her life looking after her husband. They lived in the

private rented sector for much of their lives, and looked to move into social housing as they

got older. Mrs X.Z. was finally offered her current property. She has some difficulty

negotiating the relationship between her husband’s pension and her benefits, but she gets by

with careful management. She wants to move from her property to be nearer to her sister,

and because the flat is very damp.

Mr and Mrs Y.A. are a couple with two daughters aged 11 and 15, living in a two-bed

terraced house in Lewisham. They are shared owners of their property, an arrangement that

was made when they were both in work. Since that time, the couple have had sporadic bouts

of ill-health. Mrs Y.A. now works at a local supermarket, and Mr Y.A. is also about to start
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work in the same place. He lost his last job in retail when that business failed, and was

delayed getting back into the labour market as a consequence of a traffic accident.

Fluctuations in their fortunes mean that the couple is in chronic debt.

Miss Y.Z. (22) is a lone parent, with a four-year old child, who had recently moved into a

two-bed flat in Tower Hamlets. She left home as a teenager after falling out with her mother,

and became homeless. The flat she was allocated was damp and insecure: she was burgled

six times. She agitated for a transfer, hence her recent move. Miss Y.Z. had started work in

the City before she fell pregnant, and was at the time of the interview re-training to get into

the fashion business. She is disciplined in financial terms but is apprehensive about

managing childcare costs when she returns to work.

Ms Z.A. is a lone parent aged 28, living in Islington in a two-bed flat with her son (14) and

daughter (9). The family is overcrowded, and she is looking to move. Ms Z.A. works part-

time as a special-needs teaching assistant, which has variable hours. Her finances have taken

a blow following the death of her father. She was the only one in her family able to bear the

funeral cost, which has left her with a debt of £4,000. She is now falling behind with the rent

and juggles the other bills.

Mr and Miss Z.B. live in a two-bed property in Lambeth. They are father and daughter, but

the daughter is the tenancy holder since she succeeded to the tenancy after her mother died.

Mr Z.B. is retired after a long working career. The family have lived in the maisonette for

over 30 years. Miss Z.B. has found it difficult to secure long-time employment and so

decided to get a degree. This, in her view, has left her over-qualified and burdened with

student debt. She has recently found work as an administrator in a local plumbing firm. She

is planning to get married next year, and the family has not yet decided how to work out

their living arrangements. It may be that they will have to seek single accommodation for

Mr Z.B. but do not know if he would have any priority for social housing locally.
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