
The housing needs of
disabled children: the
national evidence
This study provides, for the first time, data at a national level on the housing
needs of disabled children and their families, and their experiences of
addressing these needs.  The researchers - Bryony Beresford and Christine
Oldman from the University of York – surveyed almost 3,000 parents of
severely disabled children, and interviewed over 100 housing, social care and
occupational therapy practitioners.  They found:

Families with a disabled child experience far greater problems with their
housing than families with non-disabled children.  Nine out of ten families
reported at least one difficulty with their housing, with many reporting
multiple problems. 

Difficulties with housing can be experienced by any family with a disabled
child: not just where there is physical impairment.  

Many families would prefer to deal with their housing problems by moving
rather than adapting their current home.

Inside the home, the most frequently reported problem was the lack of space:
space for play, for privacy or ‘time out’, for equipment use and storage, and
for carrying out therapies.  Other common problems related to house
condition and access.

Over a third of families found the location of their home to be a problem,
either because it was an unsafe place for the child or because of difficulties
with neighbours.

Only a minority of families had received assistance from statutory agencies
in order to address their housing needs.  Typically, at a local level no single
agency or department assumes lead responsibility for meeting the housing
needs of disabled children.  In addition, the lack of strategic information
collection hampers improvements in service provision and delivery.
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Background
Until the late 1990s little was known about the
housing needs of disabled children, especially where
those needs differed from the stereotypical issue of
physical ‘access’.  Research published since then has
drawn attention to the central role housing plays in
the lives of disabled children and their families and,
likewise, the inadequacies of current policy and
practice in ensuring that families’ housing needs are
met.  What has been lacking is the robust
quantitative data needed to drive and inform change.
This research provides such evidence.

What makes a home unsuitable?
Housing condition
Four out of ten families in the survey said their
homes were cold, damp, and/or in poor repair.  Poor
housing conditions were reported more by families
living in local authority housing compared with
owner-occupiers and housing association tenants.
Families with a disabled child are more likely to be
living in poor housing conditions than families with
similar incomes but non-disabled children.  For
example, 14 per cent of families in the current survey
reported inadequate heating facilities compared with
eight per cent of families participating in the 1999
Poverty and Social Exclusion (PSE) Survey. 

Housing problem areas
In addition to poor housing conditions, there are a
number of ways in which a home can be unsuitable
for families with a disabled child.  These ‘problem
areas’ are located both inside and outside the family
home.  Table 1 shows the proportion of families
reporting difficulties with each housing problem area. 

Just under nine out of ten families were living in
homes with at least one problem area, with one in
four stating that there were six or more problem areas
in their homes.  Some of these problem areas may be
experienced by any family with dependent children,
but comparisons with equivalent general population
datasets show they are experienced by a greater
proportion of families with a disabled child.  

Space
This was the most frequently reported problem and
was experienced by families regardless of the nature
of the child’s impairment.  Families needed more
space for: play, use and storage of equipment, and
‘space’ or time out from each other.   

More than one in two families reported a lack of
space.   Lack of space can be a problem for any
family, yet comparisons with data from the 1999
Poverty and Social Exclusion (PSE) Survey suggest
that families with a disabled child are much more
likely to have problems with a lack of space in their
homes (33 per cent PSE families,  more than 50 per
cent families in the current survey).   

Factors affecting housing need
Income
While families on the lowest incomes reported more
difficulties with their housing, middle-income
families also experienced considerable housing
problems.  

Tenure
Unlike families with non-disabled children, families
with a disabled child are more likely to rent their
home.  Yet families renting from their local authority
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Table 1: Proportion of families reporting difficulties with each problem area

Housing problem area % of families reporting problem

Lack of family space (space to play, space apart from other family members) 55
‘Functional rooms’ (kitchen, toilet, bathroom) difficult to use due to size 42
Only one toilet and/or bathroom 41
Lack of space for storage equipment 38
Location 38
Access around, and in and out of, the home 33
Lack of downstairs toilet and bathing facilities 33
Housing condition 27
Lack of space to use equipment and carry out therapies 21
Inadequate facilities to meet carer needs re: lifting, toileting and bathing 21
Child’s safety inside the home compromised 3



or a private landlord reported significantly more
housing problems than owner-occupiers and those
renting from housing associations.  

Ethnicity
White families were more likely to be living in a
home which was suitable to their needs than non-
white families.  Differences exist in the types of
problems likely to be experienced by different ethnic
groups. 

Impairment
Difficulties with housing are reported by all types of
families with disabled children: housing is not just an
issue for children with physical impairments.  For
example, problems with the location of the home
and difficulties with safety in the home were more
likely to be reported where the child had behaviour
and/or learning difficulties.  In contrast, problems
with access and equipment storage were most
common among families with a child with physical
impairments and/or a serious health problem.
However, a lack of family space was likely to be
experienced by any family. 

Children with ‘less severe’ impairments
This research focused on families with a severely
disabled child: children who typically have more
than one type of impairment.  However, the findings
from this survey can also inform our understanding
of the housing needs of children with less severe or
single impairments as, for the first time, this research
was able to explore the associations between
impairment and housing need.  In addition, the
known association between disability and poverty
means that the issue of poor housing condition is
likely to remain present among families with less
severely disabled children. 

Dealing with unsuitable housing
Most families had already moved at least once in
response to their child’s needs or their needs as
carers.  The vast majority had made these moves
without any professional advice or assistance.  

At the time of completing the survey, half the
respondents said they wanted to change their
housing in some way so that it better suited their
needs.  Overall, moving home, as opposed to
adapting the current home, was seen as the preferred
option.  Home-owners were the only group where
adapting the current home was the preference.  

Different problems with the home can require
different solutions.  A preference for moving was
most strongly linked to living in a difficult location;
needing larger toilet and bathrooms; and/or needing
more space for using and storing equipment.

Housing need assessments
Interviews with relevant practitioners revealed that it
is rare to find housing need being included in a needs
assessment carried out under the auspices of the
Children Act.

Three-quarters of families said they had not had
their housing needs assessed by an occupational
therapist.  Among those who had been assessed, the
outcome varied by tenure (see Table 2).  Home-
owners were most likely to have had changes made to
their home.  Almost a half of housing association
tenants reported no change as a result of the
assessment.  

Funding changes to the home
One in ten families had received financial assistance
with the costs of adapting their home (typically a
Disabled Facilities Grant) from their local authority.
Of these families, a third had had to make their own
contribution to the funding of the adaptation.
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Table 2: Outcome of housing need assessment (percentages)

Tenure

Outcome Owner-occupier Rent from Rent from 
local authority housing association

Changes made to current home 60 51 39
No change 30 27 43
Moved/waiting to move (tenant) N/a 6 16
Other 10 8 2



Among those families who had been assessed as
needing to make a contribution to the costs of an
adaptation, one in three had been unable to meet
these costs and the adaptation had not been 
carried out. 

The current system
Interviews with practitioners and managers provided
information about current practice in dealing with
the housing needs of families with a disabled child.
This revealed a number of examples of ‘good
practice’.  However, this was not widespread and did
not permeate the entire process of meeting housing
needs – through identification, assessment, funding
and delivery.  

The effectiveness of current practice is
undermined by a lack of clarity about the roles and
responsibilities of the various (and potentially
numerous) practitioners and departments involved in
meeting the housing needs of a family with a
disabled child.  Typically, no single agency or
department takes overall responsibility for ensuring
the housing needs of disabled children living in their
authority are met.  

Finally, a significant barrier to improving service
provision and delivery is the lack of data currently
collected by local authorities that could be used to
map housing needs and inform planning and
budgeting.  In addition, there is no routine
evaluation of the outcomes of adaptations or
rehousing.  

About the project
The project comprised of a survey of parents of one
or more severely disabled children who were
identified through the Family Fund Trust database.
The sample is representative of the great majority of
parents caring for a severely disabled child in
England.  Parents completed a postal questionnaire
and a response rate of just over 60 per cent was
achieved, yielding a sample size of 2,941 families. In
order to compare the housing needs of families with
a disabled child with those with non-disabled
children, secondary analyses on datasets of families
with dependent children and with similar income
profiles were carried out.  The datasets used for the
comparative analyses were the 1999 Poverty and
Social Exclusion Survey and the 1998/1999 Survey of
English Housing.  In addition, interviews were

conducted with senior housing, social service and
occupational practitioners working in over thirty
different housing authorities and related social
service departments.  
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authors and not necessarily those of the Foundation.

N72

NOVEMBER 2002

The full report, Housing matters: National evidence
relating to disabled children and their housing by
Bryony Beresford and Christine Oldman, is published
for the Foundation by The Policy Press (ISBN 1 86134
483 X, price £13.95). 

The following Findings look at related issues:

• Improving housing services for disabled children
and their families, Jun 00 (Ref: 670)

• Information for families with disabled children,
Nov 00 (Ref: N30)

• Good practice in housing disabled children and
their families, Nov 02 (Ref: N62)

• Housing and urban experiences of visually
impaired children, Nov 02  (Ref: N82)
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