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Matter M28. Would Policy H12 provide a justified 

and effective approach to achieving the dwelling 

size mix to meet London wide and local needs? 

Respondent number 2850: New Policy Institute (NPI) 

Although NPI’s consultation response has been classified among the campaigning 

groups, NPI is a research institute of more than 20 years standing producing 

evidence-based research on social and economic issues, including the London 

Poverty Profile. 

Summary 

The dwelling size mix – not just homes but homes that are big enough – is critically 

important for low-income Londoners. This statement presents evidence that policy 

H12 does not provide a robust and realistic assessment of London wide needs. Our 

focus is on the high share of one-bed units in the low rent and market sectors. 

1. Taking its figures from the 2017 Strategic Housing Market Assessment, table 

4.3 of the Plan proposes that 55% of the total should be one-bed units, up 

from 34% in the 2013 SHMA. This increase is due to: a rise in the total 

number of units required (largely low-cost rent) which is tilted towards one-

bed; and a change in the mix (but not the total) of market units required.  

2. This change in the mix is due to the assumption that the bedroom standard 

will apply to all market units for rent, that is, that no private tenants will have a 

“spare” room in their home. This assumption is far removed from reality (38% 

of private tenants have an extra room); nor is there any mechanism to impose 

it. Table 4.3 is unrealistic and both it and its implications should be dropped. 

3. Table 4.3 can be replaced by the table in the 2017 SHMA which shows that if 

spare rooms persist at current levels in the private rented sector, the need for 

one-bed units fall to 41% of the total. Although this is more realistic for the 

market sector, it is still extreme for the low-cost sector, where 67% of all low-

cost units are designated as one-bed.  

4. The high share of one-bed units cannot be justified by the bedroom standard. 

A single adult or a couple is at the bedroom standard in a one-bed unit but 

any family with children is overcrowded. Unlike the “bedroom tax”, which 

penalises all spare rooms, the standard allows one spare room before a home 

is counted as under-occupied. With two thirds of all private sector households 

having at least one such room (which may well be in use) having more rooms 

than the standard is normal.  

https://www.trustforlondon.org.uk/data/
https://www.trustforlondon.org.uk/data/
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5. A London Plan that really used the standard to assess need would have two-

bed units, which cannot be under-occupied and are not overcrowded if lived in 

by a couple and two young children, as its normal smallest home. Larger 

families and families with teenagers and young adults need larger homes. 

The 2017 and 2013 SHMA’s compared 

Table 1, from the 2017 SHMA, reproduced in the Plan as table 4.3, shows the net 

annualised requirement for new homes between 2016 and 2041. The three key 

figures are: the total requirement (65,878); the requirement for one-beds (36,334); 

and those one-beds as a proportion of the total (55%). Our concern is with the 

second and third of these.  

Table 1: Net annualised requirement for new homes in London, 2016-411 

Sector 1 bed 2 beds 3 beds 4+ beds Total % share 

Market 10,682 2,043 4,101 6,210 23,036 35% 

Intermediate 4,334 3,434 2,409 1,693 11,870 18% 

Low 21,318 5,311 2,462 1,881 30,972 47% 

Total 36,334 10,788 8,972 9,784 65,878 100% 

% share 55% 16% 14% 15% 100%  

 

A similar table for the 2013 SHMA, had 16,380 one beds, representing 34% of the 

total requirement of 48,871. 

What lies behind the increase in one-bed units? 

90% of the total extra requirement in 2017 compared with 2013 (17,037), are low 

rent. The analysis in the 2017 SHMA leading to the conclusion that the total 

requirement needs to be so much higher is almost wholly contained in the low rent 

sector. By contrast, the total number of additional market units required is in fact 

slight down (by 181) in 2017 compared with 2013. Yet 40% of the total extra 

requirement for one-bed units in 2017 is in the market sector. 

This is odd because the bulk of the argument in the SHMA deals with the increased 

overall requirement which is largely contained in the low rent sector. The big 

                                            
1  SHMA 2017, table 1, p6. 
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increase in the one-bed unit requirement in the market sector appears to come from 

the assumption that:  

‘renting households occupy only the size of home they require according to 

the widely-used ‘bedroom standard’, even though in reality some renting 

households currently have more or fewer bedrooms than they need.’2  

This assumption is justified on the grounds that:  

‘rates of under-occupation are very low for both private and social tenants (at 

around 8% for both in the three years to 2014/15), due to both cost pressures 

(particularly in the private rented sector) and social housing landlords’ practice 

of allocating tenants to the size of home they currently require.’ 3 

There are two problems here as far as the market sector is concerned. The first is 

that, unlike the social-rented sector, there is no mechanism for imposing a bedroom 

standard on market renters. The second is that “getting rid of under-occupation” is 

not the same thing as “having the same number of rooms as the bedroom standard”. 

Before explaining this, however, we can look at another SHMA table, shown here as 

table 2, drawn up under the alternative assumption that: 

‘those who can afford private renters (as well as homeowners) continue to 

under-occupy their homes at current rates.’ 4 

Table 2: Net annualised requirement for new homes in London, 2016-41: 

alternative assumption re under-occupation in the private rented sector5 

 1 bed 2 beds 3 beds 4+ beds Total % share 

Market 4,402 4,354 7,015 7,266 23,037 35% 

Intermediate 1,921 5,042 2,820 2,087 11,869 18% 

Low 20,631 5,506 2,706 2,129 30,972 47% 

Total 26,953 14,902 12,540 11,482 65,878 100% 

% share 41% 23% 19% 17% 100%  

 

                                            
2  SHMA, 2017, para 6.31, p82. 
3  SHMA, 2017, para 6.31, p82. 
4  SHMA, 2017, para 9.2, p105. 
5  SHMA 2017, table 15, p105. 



 

4 
 

The total number of additional units required of each type is the same in table 2 as 

table 1. But instead of 10,682 additional one-bed market units, the figure is now just 

4,402. Largely as a result, the total number of one-bed units drops to 26,953 (41% of 

the total). This is clearly much closer to the 2013 SHMA’s 34%. This shows that most 

of the big increase in the percentage of extra one-bed units arises from this 

assumption about the market sector. 

The assumption that private renters and homeowners will continue to have spare 

rooms in their home to the same extent as now renders this table realistic in a way 

that table 1 is unrealistic. We therefore recommend that this more realistic 

assessment (table 15 in the SHMA) should be recognised by the Plan. However, 

because 67% of its low-cost units are one bed, it is still at the extreme end of the 

range. To explain why this is so, we need to look at the bedroom standard. 

The bedroom standard 

The bedroom standard is defined in the English Housing Survey as being  

used by government as an indicator of occupation density. A standard number 

of bedrooms is calculated for each household in accordance with its 

age/sex/marital status composition and the relationship of the members to 

one another. A separate bedroom is allowed for each married or cohabiting 

couple, any other person aged 21 or over, each pair of adolescents aged 10-

20 of the same sex, and each pair of children under 10. Any unpaired person 

aged 10-20 is notionally paired, if possible, with a child under 10 of the same 

sex, or, if that is not possible, he or she is counted as requiring a separate 

bedroom, as is any unpaired child under 10. 

After explain how the standard is calculated, it goes to define both overcrowding and 

under-occupation in terms of the standard: 

Households are said to be overcrowded if they have fewer bedrooms 

available than the notional number needed. Households are said to be under-

occupying if they have two or more bedrooms more than the notional 

needed.6 

This second paragraph is very important because it defines unacceptable 

overcrowding or under-occupation. In particular, under-occupation only occurs if a 

household has two or more rooms above the standard. Several things follow from 

this. 

                                            
6  English Housing Survey headline report 2016 to 2017, pp41-42. It should be noted that this is 
the 2006 standard. There is also a 2011 version which is slightly more generous in its treatment of 
young adults. 
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First, when the SHMA says that rates of under-occupation are low in both the private 

and social rented sectors it is (correctly) referring to those with two spare rooms or 

more. But when it assumes that no private renters will have more rooms than the 

bedroom standard allows, it is not only doing away with under-occupation but also 

assuming that no private renters will have even one spare room. The unreality of this 

is clear from table 3, which shows that 38% of private tenant households have one or 

more rooms above the standard. 

Table 3: London households measured against the bedroom standard, 

2014/15 to 2016/17 (three-year average)7 

Household type 
Over-

crowded 
At standard 

One above 

standard 

Under-

occupied 

Owner occupiers 1.8% 16.5% 36.0% 45.7% 

Social tenants 11.6% 58.1% 22.4% 7.9% 

Private tenants 8.9% 53.1% 27.5% 10.5% 

 

Second, 82% of London owner-occupiers have these “spare” rooms (which of course 

may very be fully used, for example, so that two children under 10 can each have a 

room of their own). Together with private sector tenants, two thirds of all private 

sector households in London have are above the standard: for those who have a 

choice, an extra room – which may very well be fully used, for is normal. In allowing 

that one extra room does not constitute under-occupation, the bedroom standard 

acknowledges this reality. A spare room is 

Third, once spare rooms are acknowledged as normal, the social sector is not even 

much under-utilised with the 7.9% under-occupying outweighed by the 11.6% who 

are over-crowded. 

Finally, the bedroom standard should not be confused with the “bedroom tax”, 

properly known as the “removal of the spare room subsidy”. That is because the 

“tax” does not just penalise those (of working-age) in the social rented sector who 

are under-occupying but also those with just one-spare room. The normality of spare 

rooms in private housing shows how this welfare reform, dating from 2013, goes 

against the grain of how the majority live, turning social housing into second class 

                                            
7  Source: NPI analysis of the EHS, 2014-15 to 2016-17, using the 2006 standard. As a check 
on its accuracy, this method reproduces the published all-England totals quoted in the EHS report. 
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housing. For a Plan whose effects will endure into the 22nd century, it cannot be right 

to place much weight on such a contested and recent feature of the welfare system.  

Conclusion 

While there can be no definitive measure of “housing need”, the bedroom standard 

provides the best basis for planning purposes. 

One-bed units conform with the standard for single adults and couples and are 

surely needed. But the consistent application of the bedroom standard would lead to 

a Plan in which the predominant small home would be a two-bed unit. Whereas any 

household with children, even a lone parent and baby, is over-crowded in a one-bed 

unit, a two-bed unit is at standard for a couple with two young children. The standard 

also implies that no household – not even a single adult – can under-occupy a two-

bed unit. A proper mix would also include more three and four bed units.  

The SHMA acknowledges the bedroom standard to be “widely used”. The pity with 

the Plan is that it has not – so far – used the standard itself. 


