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• Are the actions underway and planned future work the right ones?

• What other actions are we missing? Are there any community groups or 
other services that we need to engage with?

• How could we make best use of the HDRC programme - what kind of 
data and research should we be seeking to inform future strategy and 
policy - to bring better outcomes for our residents in overcrowded 
households?

Discussion



• Tower Hamlets has the fastest growing population of 
any Local Authority across England and Wales. It grew 
22% between 2011 and 2021 and is now circa 10,300.

• Tower Hamlets is the most densely populated borough 
in England with 15,695 residents per square kilometre 
(that is over 37 times higher than the mean average 
population density for England).

• Population turnover is high compared to elsewhere with 
more than a fifth (20.8%) of residents having lived 
somewhere else a year prior to the census

• Overcrowding is a key housing issue nationally, but more 
specifically across London and in Tower Hamlets 
where rates are higher.

• In  the UK, overcrowding is measured by lack of 
bedroom(s). Using the ‘bedroom standard’ definition of 
overcrowding, a home is considered overcrowded if two or 
more people of a different sex who are not a couple share 
a bedroom.

• Living in overcrowded homes has significant impacts 
on residents' lives, which can include  lack of 
privacy/sleep, impact on physical and mental health, 
place strain on family relationships and can pose risks to 
safety.

• Traditional responses to combat overcrowding are to build 
more homes and to manage stock more efficiently;  which 
can undoubtably have an impact.

• However, with the current housing crisis, many families 
are likely to live in overcrowded accommodation for 
extended periods before more suitable housing is 
secured.

• Leading to the need for a more holistic approach 
among partner agencies to support residents living in 
overcrowded accommodation.

• NOTE: Overcrowding does not just affect families; single 
people are affected.

• The council has statutory duties related to overcrowding.

Local Context & Overcrowding



Number of bedrooms in home 
(all tenures)

Number of households Change since 2011

One bedroom 37,943 (31.5%) 26%

Two bedroom 48,055 (39.9%) 15%

Three bedroom 24,199 (20%) 17%

Four + bedroom 10,422 (8.6%) 28%

Tenure of household Tower Hamlets London England
Overcrowded %Overcrowded % Overcrowded %

Owned 7.5% 4.5% 1.9%
Owned: Owns outright 5.7% 2.7% 1.1%
Owned: Owns with a mortgage or loan 
or shared ownership 8.4% 5.9% 2.7%
Rented 18.8% 16.9% 8.5%
Rented: Social rented 26.8% 19.4% 9.6%
Rented: Private rented or lives rent 
free 11.2% 15.0% 7.5%
Total 15.9% 11.1% 4.4%

Overcrowding in Tower Hamlets (Census 2021)







• There are 46,070 pupils on roll in Tower Hamlets schools (Nursery – Year 13) (Source; 
School Census 2023)

• 17,085 children on the Common Housing Register lack 1 or more bedrooms of which 
75% (12,885) are school aged

• With some exceptions of children attending school out-of-borough, just under 30% of 
children in TH schools lack 1 or more beds

Beds Lacking Total school aged children (Age 5-17)
1 8957
2 3172
3 630
4 123
5 3

Total 12885

Overcrowding and Children



Impact on Health and Wellbeing

The World Health Organisation (WHO) identified 
overcrowding as one of a number of challenges for 
housing and health.

Overcrowding is associated with poor health and 
wellbeing outcomes caused by condition such as: 

• Tuberculosis (TB)

• Respiratory infectious diseases e.g., cold, flu, 
COVID-19

• Gastrointestinal and diarrhoeal diseases

• Meningitis

• Mental health problems including depression, stress 
and anxiety, alcohol abuse, and feeling unhappy. 

• Sleep disorders (WHO, 2018).

“Adults in overcrowded homes are more likely to 
experience psychological distress” (Health 
Foundation, 2023).

References
• World Health Organization (WHO), 2018. WHO Housing and Health guidelines: Report of 

the systematic review on the effect of household crowding on health. Web Annex A 
[Accessed 30/08/2023]

• Health Foundation, 2023. Relationship between overcrowding and mental health 
[Accessed 30/08/2023]

Overcrowding Damp and Mould
• Overcrowding is one of the most significant risk 

factors for condensation. (London Assembly, 2019)

• Overcrowding can generate condensation causing 
damp and mould (London Assembly, 2019)

• Overcrowded households are more likely to report 
mould, which can harm health (London Assembly 
Survey, 2022)

• Having damp and mould in a property is more likely 
for a person to have respiratory problems, respiratory 
infections, allergies or asthma. Damp and mould can 
also affect the immune system (NHS, 2022; Caillaud 
et al., 2018 ).

References
Keeping out the chill. London Assembly, 2019
• London Assembly Survey, 2022
• NHS, Can damp and mould affect my health? [Accessed 30/08/2023]
• Caillaud, D. et al., (2018). Indoor mould exposure, asthma and rhinitis: findings from 

systematic reviews and recent longitudinal studies. Review Asthma

Impact on Educational Attainment 
• One in every six children live in overcrowded 

conditions in England (NHF, 2023).

• Studies have shown overcrowding in the home 
has negative impact on children’s education and a 
range of physical health outcomes (ODPM, 2004).

• Living in overcrowded home was associated with 
greater risk of childhood behavioural problems, 
independent of confounding factors, improved 
housing conditions might reduce behavioural 
problems and that families living in 
overcrowded conditions might benefit from greater 
support. (Marsh, R. et al. 2019)

References
• National Housing Federation (NHF), 2023. Overcrowding in England [Accessed 30/08/2023]
• Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM), 2004. The Impact of Overcrowding on Health & 

Education: A Review of Evidence and Literature.
• Marsh, R. et al., 2019. The association between crowding within households and behavioural 

problems in children: Longitudinal data from the Southampton Women's Survey. Paediatric 
and Perinatal Epidemiology.

Impacts of Overcrowding



What aspects of being overcrowded impact mental and 
physical health?

Stress of bidding 
system

Lack of Privacy 
(dignity, emotional space, and 

damaging relationships)

Restricted Outdoor 
Access

Pre-existing health 
support needs not met

Uncertainty
Perceived 

discrimination/
corruption

Unsafe housing Disrupted sleep

NB: These are preliminary findings, pending formal analysis
NB: Preliminary 
findings



Overcrowding Action Plan 

Damp and Mould 

Damp and Mould Action plan for council 
homes; prioritising works in overcrowded 

homes.

Allocations policy review 

Modelling the impact of affording more priority 
to severely overcrowded households. 
Exploring definitions of overcrowding.

Working in partnership

Establishing a framework for greater partner 
engagement to mitigate overcrowding 

situations.

1,159 under-occupying tenants. 263 are THH 
tenants.

Dedicated officer support.

Direct delivery programme of new council 
housing

Funding and delivery of at least 1000 homes 
via mixed delivery programme of direct build, 
acquisitions, HAP regeneration, Developer 

Agreements. In partnership with GLA. 

Living in Tower Blocks

Tours and open days of Tower Blocks to 
showcase high rise living

New Affordable Homes

Target of delivering 4,000 affordable homes in 
partnership with Registered Providers 

between 2022/3 and 2025/6

Tackling tenancy fraud (22 council homes 
recovered in 2023/24 and 9 RTB's stopped).

Reducing void turnaround time, tenancy checks, 
encouraging swaps.

Knock throughs and extensions programme 
with annual capital budget 

provision (since 23/24) of £500k.

Best use of existing  stock 



Knock Throughs and Extensions programme

• Mayoral commitment to provide larger (family sized) accommodation to alleviate high levels of 
overcrowding within the council social housing stock

• Referrals through the Mayor’s office, Voids, Housing and Occupational Therapy teams.  Future 
projects will be identified across housing services including the Housing Options Service and 
Overcrowding Officer.

• 11 properties have been approved
• 9 projects in progress which will provide:

• 4 properties with an extra bedroom
• 1 property with a dining room
• 1 property with an extra bedroom and shower room
• 1 property with an extra bedroom and bathroom
• 1 property with an extra bedroom and w/c
• 1 property with 3 extra bedrooms, an extra bathroom, enlarged kitchen and lounge

• Over the coming months, a spotlight session is planned with THHF Executive to showcase and 
encourage RPs to explore providing a similar programme .



• Housing & Regeneration, Communities, HASC, Children’s and Resources DLTs 
between November 2023 and January 2024 to discuss tackling overcrowding 
through different lens.

• Damp and Mould Workshop 27 March 2023 synopsis to share good practice on 
best initiatives to tackle damp and mould; attendees were Environmental Health, 
Planning & Building, Public Health, Senior Officers from largest RPs in the borough, 
NHS Trusts, GPs.

• Overcrowding knowledge share’ session: 4th October 2023 with London Boroughs 
of Barking & Dagenham, Newham and Waltham Forest; focus on allocations

• Tower Hamlets Together Board: 7th March 2024 presentation to Board on how the 
council is addressing overcrowding, Q&A from Board and residents.

• Mayor’s Advisory Board: 12 May 2024 agreement to model extra priority for 
severely overcrowded households and definition of overcrowding

Knowledge share/raising awareness



Mitigating the 
impacts of  

Overcrowding

Promote 
youth and 

leisure offer
Enhance 
advice to 
mitigate 
against 

damp and 
mould

Utilise 
community 

assets

Awareness 
raising for 
staff; safe 
sleeping 

Seeing 
overcrowding 

through 
different lens

Safe spaces 
outside the 

home

Better 
capture 

information 
from home 

visits; 
digitalise

Better 
signposting 
to council 

wide 
services

Feedback received from 
colleagues emphasised the 
importance of mitigating the 
impact of living in 
overcrowded housing, 
focusing on understanding the 
health and well-being of 
residents, not just the physical 
asset.
.

Feedback from DLTs



Enhancing Officer 
Involvement

Communications Information package Explore policy 
changes

• Use digital form to 
capture information 
during visits to enable 
better  signposting.

• Target visits on the most 
severely overcrowded.

• Co-location of a specialist 
in family support to work 
alongside overcrowding 
officers.

• Consolidate council-
wide information for 
overcrowded 
residents to utilise 
the various support 
available in the 
borough such as 
sports and leisure, 
green space, 
homework clubs, 
damp and mould, 
safe sleeping.

• Severely 
overcrowded (lacking 
2+ bedrooms) -
model additional 

priority in Allocations 
Scheme.

• Explore definition of 
overcrowding

• Spread positive news 
on achievements in 
reducing 
overcrowding.

• Dedicated webpage 
for overcrowding 
information, advice 
and signposting.

• London-wide summit 
on overcrowding that 
that is hosted in the 
Town Hall.

How will we do it?



Further research/insight
Health Determinants Research Collaboration  (HDRC)

• The council holds the power to influence the building blocks of health, including the 
environment, economy, education and other social factors which cause health inequality.

• HDRC is a 5-year programme funded by NIHR - Dept of Health, total funding: £5 million.
• The HDRC will boost the use of evidence and enhance the council’s capacity to generate 

and collate evidence with local communities, the voluntary sector and universities, 
involving  residents in policy change, harnessing the power of data and conducting 
research to deliver actionable insights.

• Housing is the initial HDRC research theme – a co-designed approach with 
universities, VCS, local  residents, council and elected members was used to identify 
this.

• HDRC will host the Tower Hamlets Housing Research Showcase event on July 16th 
bringing people together to build research partnerships and shape the future of local 
housing research.



Further engagement with external partners

• Public bodies own land in the borough. Are we sufficiently engaged with partners on 
the best use of their land in a Tower Hamlets context Where do those discussions 
take place?

• Role of GPs and primary health practitioners; how can they best direct their efforts?

• Can we leverage opportunities from our ‘borough footprint’ through Higher Education 
Institutions’ Civic University Agreements (e.g., to contribute research and evidence 
to inform inclusive placemaking)?  The Civic University Network “works with governments 
and strategic partners to ensure that a university’s geographic role and responsibility is used 
more effectively as an agent to drive positive societal change”. 

https://civicuniversitynetwork.co.uk/#:%7E:text=Universities%20working%20towards%20creating%20prosperous,economy%20in%20partnership%20with%20stakeholders.&text=How%20we%20can%20utilise%20university,%2C%20accessibility%2C%20and%20placemaking%20standards.


• Are the actions underway and planned future work the right ones?

• What other actions are we missing? Are there any community groups or 
other services that we need to engage with?

• How could we make best use of the HDRC programme - what kind of 
data and research should we be seeking to inform future strategy and 
policy - to bring better outcomes for our residents in overcrowded 
households?

Discussion



Appendix A
The council’s statutory duties 
in relation to overcrowding

• Housing

• HMOs and Private Renting



Housing

• The council’s Allocations Scheme uses the bedroom standard as the measure of overcrowding 
for allocation purposes.

• Even if a household is overcrowded according to the bedroom standard measure, this will not 
give rise to an automatic duty on the council to provide the household with larger 
accommodation. 

• It does, however, impose a duty on the council to give a household reasonable preference in 
the allocation of larger social housing. The council’s scheme does this with overcrowded 
households in Band 2A. The highest band is Band 1A.

• There is scope within housing legislation to give additional preference to overcrowded 
households, where overcrowding is very severe but, the council's Allocations Scheme maintains 
treating all overcrowded households with the same level of priority.

• The council allocated 1,222 homes last year and 617 were to those who were overcrowded 
50.5%.  The annual target is 50%.

The council’s statutory duties in relation to overcrowding



HMOs and private renting

• The Housing Health and Safety Rating System is a hazard-based assessment for homes in the 
private sector. There are 29 hazards and overcrowding is one.

• The most effective way to remove hazards and control occupation is through Mandatory Licensing 
which applies to all shared homes with 5 or more people from 2 or more households, and to flats 
above and below shops and other business premises.

• A licensable HMO must be free of category 1 (serious) hazards and address category 2 (other) 
hazards under Part 1 of the Housing Act 2004.

• Flats in purpose-built blocks, consisting of three or more flats, with at least five occupants from two 
or more households require an Additional licence.

• It is a criminal offence to operate a licensable property,  where these are unlicensed, penalties 
include a criminal conviction and an unlimited fine or a financial penalty of up to £30,000. 

• The council can also take over the management of a property by issuing an Interim and/or Final 
Management Order for serious breach of the rating system.

The council’s statutory duties in relation to overcrowding’d 



Appendix B
Overcrowding Insight

• Census

• Tower Hamlets Common Housing Register



• 24,954 applications on the Common Housing Register
• Eligibility criteria includes:

• To be over 18 years of age
• Have a local connection via living in the borough for the last 3 years
• Not be subject to immigration control and have recourse to public funds
• Joint or sole income not exceeding £90,000

• It is not the only indicator of housing need but it the Common Housing Register is a key 
source of information to understand critical housing need in the borough.

• Applicants on Register; 54% housing association tenants, 34% rent privately or live with 
relatives/friends and 12% council tenants.

Common Housing Register (May 2024)









Appendix C
Tower Hamlets Research- 
Preliminary Findings  



Building on Previous Projects - Overcrowding and 
Family Wellbeing in Tower Hamlets

NB: Preliminary 
findings



Methods

NB: Preliminary 
findings

• 2 x 1.5-hour focus groups with people 
who work with families affected by 
overcrowding (henceforth, 
"professionals")

• 2 x 1.5-hour focus groups with residents

Session structure:

• What does overcrowding mean to you?
• Lived experiences and impacts
• Vignettes (ordering priorities)

Inclusion criteria:
Residents :
• 18+
• Self-define as l iving in 

overcrowded housing with their 
family (min 1 non-adult)

• Live in Tower Hamlets
Professionals :
• Work with famil ies l iving 

in overcrowded housing in 
Tower Hamlets, either directly or 
indirectly



Subtitle

• Add text, images, art, and videos.

• Add transitions, animations, and motion.

• Save to OneDrive, to get to your presentations 
from your computer, tablet, or phone.

Building on Previous Projects - Overcrowding and 
Family Wellbeing in Tower Hamlets

NB: Preliminary 
findings



Priorities

• Safety/Built environment

• Communication

• Accommodating health needs

Ideal solution: more housing with space that was built with families in mind. 
 

Other aspects of living in overcrowded housing that could be improved to 
support their health and wellbeing:

NB: These are preliminary findings, pending formal analysis
NB: Preliminary 
findings
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