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Shut Out Briefing: Young people, housing benefit and 
homelessness  
 
January 2014 
Homelessness is rising and younger adults are at particular risk. In the last three 
years the number of young people sleeping on London’s streets has more than 
doubled and new figures show 8% of 16-24 year olds report recently being homeless.  
 
Between 2008/9 and 2011/12, living standards deteriorated faster for single under 35 
year olds than for any other group, with the percentage not reaching an acceptable 
standard of living rising from 29% to 42%1. With almost a million young people 
unemployed, falling wages and deep benefit cuts, this age groups is at particular risk 
of homelessness. Many cannot even find a room to rent, never mind think about 
buying a place of their own.  
 
One of the major reasons young people are facing homelessness is because single 
under 35 year olds looking for private rented accommodation are only entitled to a 
lower rate of housing benefit, the Shared Accommodation Rate (SAR). This rate is 
based on the cost of a room in a shared house, rather than self contained 
accommodation. In 2012, the SAR was extended to those under 35 (it previously 
applied only to under 25 year olds), a change estimated to affect 62,500 people2. 
Crisis campaigned against this cut, which has created greater pressure on the limited 
pool of shared accommodation available.  
 
We believe that it is damaging and unfair to restrict young people to this lower rate. 
We are also concerned that flaws in the way that the SAR is calculated mean it is 
failing even to cover the rent for rooms in cheap shared houses.  
 
What we are calling for:  

1. The Government should listen to the voices of people who are facing 
homelessness and focus on addressing the reasons that young people are 
struggling, like falling wages and the housing shortage  

 
2. The Government should stop restricting young people to a lower rate of 

housing benefit, which is causing misery for many. 
 

3. As a minimum the Government must thoroughly review how housing benefit 
for single under 35s (the “shared accommodation rate”) is calculated – so it 
covers the true cost of renting. It should also make sure that exemptions for 
people who have been homeless work effectively.  

 

Problems with the ‘Shared Accommodation Rate’ 
Ever since the Shared Accommodation Rate of Local Housing Allowance (housing 
benefit for private rented accommodation) was introduced it has caused problems 
both because there is a lack of shared accommodation available and because 
sharing is inappropriate for many vulnerable people. The extension of the SAR to 
those aged under 35 has increased by 50%3 the number of people in receipt of the 
rate and put further pressure on already limited supply.  

                                                      
1
 JRF Households below a Minimum Income Standard 2008/9 – 2011/12 (2014)  

2
 DWP Housing benefit equality impact assessment, (2011)  

3
 SAR statistics for 2011 are unavailable because of errors in DWP data collection, so this figure is from 

an ad hoc analysis carried by DWP in 2011, based on 2010 statistics 
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Despite this overall increase there has actually been a 15% drop in under 25 year 
olds claiming the SAR4, suggesting that it is becoming increasingly difficult to find 
shared accommodation. It is impossible to track where those people who are no 
longer in receipt of housing benefit end up and whilst some may be able to stay with 
their families many will not.  There has been a particular increase in young people 
rough sleeping in London and it is likely that many will be in other insecure housing 
situations, such as living on friends’ floors.  
 
The existing shortage of shared housing has been worsened by the fact more 
people are now restricted to the SAR 

• Even before the SAR was extended to those under 35, schemes that help 
homeless people find rented accommodation found it particularly difficult to 
house people restricted to the SAR.5   

• Government research on the impact of changes made to housing benefit 
since 2011 (including the extension of the SAR) details a number of serious 
problems around the availability, affordability and appropriateness of shared 
accommodation for different groups in different areas of the country6. 

 
A Crisis survey of housing advisors7 found:  

• 94 per cent reported seeing less accommodation available to SAR claimants 
since the extension of SAR 

• Over a fifth (22%) said none of their clients had been able to secure 
exemptions that their history of homelessness entitled them to (see below for 
an explanation of the exemption for homeless people)    

 
For many people sharing is simply not appropriate 
In addition to problems around the lack of supply and affordability, for many people 
being forced to share accommodation can be detrimental. 
 

• Parents 
Non-resident parents will often be unable to have their children to stay if they live in 
shared accommodation. In some instances, for example when they live some 
distance away, this could mean parents are unable to maintain contact with their 
children. 
 

• Homeless people and those leaving an institution 
The Government has brought in an exemption for some homeless people8 but many 
homeless people are not exempt and so are restricted to the lower SAR. This makes 
it harder for services seeking to house young homeless people. It can also lead to 
vulnerable people being placed in inappropriate accommodation that they are less 
likely to sustain, risking repeat homelessness.  
 

• People with mental and physical health problems  
There is a limited disability related exemption from the SAR9. However, this does not 
apply to many people with serious disabilities or illnesses, mental or behavioural 
problems for whom sharing accommodation will often be inappropriate.  

                                                      
4
 Crisis analysis of DWP data from StatXplore and the SAR impact assessment 

5
 Crisis, Housing Benefit Survey (2010) 

6
 DWP, Monitoring the impact of changes to the Local Housing Allowance (2013) highlights a range of 

problems associated with the SAR, particularly since it was extended to under 35 year olds (p174-p178) 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/203107/rrep838_pt6.pdf 
7
 Crisis, Hitting Home, (2012) http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/policy_research/1212_Hitting_Home.pdf 

8
 For those who are over 25, have lived for over 3 months in a hostel and received resettlement support 

9
 For those who receive the middle or higher rate care component of Disability Living Allowance (which 

applies to those who severely disabled and need a carer) 
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• Dependency and offending 
People with dependency problems may have a negative effect on others in a shared 
property. Research by Crisis found that drug taking and criminal activity featured in 
many accounts of shared renting for formerly homeless people10.  There is also a risk 
that ex-offenders and recovering addicts may be forced to live in houses that put their 
progress at risk and some will become homeless again to escape this situation.  
 

• Those escaping domestic abuse 
People who have experienced violence or abuse may feel unsafe if forced to share a 
property with strangers.  
 
Flaws in the way the SAR is calculated exacerbate these serious existing 
problems with the Shared Accommodation Rate 
Crisis research shows that fewer than 2% of rooms in shared houses are available 
and affordable to those on the Shared Accommodation Rate, yet ministers say that 
the cheapest third of properties should be. A major reason is that the way the 
Government is calculating young people’s housing benefit rates is wrong.  
 

• The original intention of the DWP was that “in all areas except for the handful 
affected by the caps, around a third of properties will still be affordable to 
Housing Benefit customers” 11 

 

• The Valuations Office Agency (VOA) is responsible for researching the rents 
on which benefit rates are based. The VOA is supposed to determine the 30th 
percentile point of the rental market, which has historically formed the basis 
for housing benefit levels in each area.  However, the data the VOA has been 
using for SAR has failed to take into account a full range of local rents, 
resulting in benefit levels that are often far lower than they should be.  

 

• This can be seen from the fact that Crisis found that of 4,360 rooms that were 
advertised on Gumtree and Spareroom.com only 13% were priced within the 
SAR and just 66 rooms (1.5%) also had landlords who were willing to rent to 
people receiving support from benefits12  

 

• As Jobseekers’ Allowance is just £56.80 per week for under 25 year olds, any 
shortfalls between housing benefit and rents can have a serious impact. Even 
those young people who can find a room can be forced to miss meals to pay 
the rent or accept dirty and dangerous properties. 
 

• In 2010 the Government announced that from April 2013, Local Housing 
Allowance would be uprated by the Consumer Prices Index, instead of by 
local rents. This was followed by the announcement that in 2014-15 and 
2015-16 LHA would be uprated by 1%. Together, these changes weakened 
the link between housing benefit rates and actual rents. 

 

• To mitigate some of the impact of the 1% uprating, ministers agreed to 
Targeted Affordability Funding (TAF), to redistribute some of the forecasted 
savings from the cut to areas with a particularly large divergence between 

                                                      
10

 Crisis, Unfair Shares, (2011)  
11

 DWP submission to the Social Security Advisory Committee on the Housing Benefit (Amendment) 
Regulations 2010 
12

 Crisis, No Room Available, (2012) 
http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/1212%20No%20room%20available.pdf 
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rents and rates.  126 rates have been identified to receive TAF, of which 56 
are Shared Accommodation Rates13.   

 
Despite these changes, the 30th percentile point of the local market, as calculated by 
the VOA, remains crucial.  Firstly, because it is the baseline on which the CPI and 
1% upratings are based. And, secondly, because TAF allocation has been based on 
where there is a large divergence between rates (as uprated by CPI) and  the 30th 
percentile of local rents.  
 
Though welcome, Targeted Affordability Funding aims only to stop large gaps from 
opening up between the 30th percentile of local rents and housing benefit rates. It 
does nothing to tackle the underlying problems with how rents in shared 
accommodation are assessed by the VOA.  
 
 
Conclusion 
Crisis has long been concerned that the Shared Accommodation Rate of housing 
benefit creates serious shortfalls and causes homelessness, makes it more difficult to 
house young homeless people and causes repeat homelessness. The extension of 
this lower rate to single under 35 year olds combined with flaws in the way that the 
VOA calculates the rate mean that in many areas of the country it is difficult for young 
people to find even a cheap room in a shared house.  
 
It is vital that, at the very least, ministers make sure that the Shared Accommodation 
Rate gives the level of support that it is supposed to. We are calling for a review of 
how the rate is calculated so that it covers the true cost of renting for young people 
and for the government also to review whether those who’ve been homeless are 
getting the exemption to which they’re entitled.   
 
How you can help 
Please raise this issue with the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, Iain 
Duncan Smith MP.   
 
You might also consider tabling parliamentary questions about the way that the 
Shared Accommodation Rate is calculated or the Government’s assessment of 
whether sufficient shared accommodation is available for those on housing benefit. .  
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 DWP, Local Housing Allowance Targeted Affordability Funding (Dec 2013)  
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About Crisis  
Crisis is the national charity for single homeless people. We are dedicated to ending  
homelessness by delivering life-changing services and campaigning for change. Our  
innovative education, employment, housing and well-being services address  
individual needs and help people to transform their lives.  
  
As well as delivering services, we are determined campaigners, working to prevent  
people from becoming homeless and advocating solutions informed by research and  
our direct experience. Crisis has ambitious plans for the future and we are committed  
to help more people in more places across the UK. We know we won’t end  
homelessness overnight or on our own but we take a lead, collaborate with others  
and, together, make change happen.  
 
For further information please contact:  
Sarah MacFadyen  
Policy and Parliamentary Officer  
Crisis  
66 Commercial Street  
London E1 6LT  
Tel: 020 7426 5678  
Sarah.macfadyen@crisis.org.uk  
 
Or visit www.crisis.org.uk/shutout   
 


