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Due to the ongoing housing crisis in London, a significant number of low-income families at the 
risk of homelessness and displacement are currently placed in insufficient temporary accommoda-
tion while simultaneously autonomous developments like the ‘financialisation of housing’ and the 
‘sharing economy’ result in an increasing number of vacancies. Thus, this graduation project aims 
to improve the availability and quality of temporary accommodation by developing an integrated 
housing system inspired by informal practices that utilises currently unavailable vacant buildings. 

Therefore, different types of informal housing practices and their advantages and disadvantages 
were compared, and useful outcomes were transferred for the development of the integrated hou-
sing system. The system consists of a framework of policies and regulations which operate in 
different ways and on different levels. Additionally, the situation of low-income families being at 
the risk of homelessness and displacement was analysed with a mixed-method approach using 
both quantitative and qualitative data to gain an understanding of their needs and requirements 
regarding temporary housing solutions. Furthermore, an investigation based on literature as well 
as statistical and spatial data of vacancies, their indicators, and location in London, has revealed 
two main types. In order to determine the suitability of the different vacancy types a multi-scalar set 
of indicators was developed based on the three concepts of livability, meaning of home, and social 
safety. Based on the previous analysis a catalogue of spatial interventions that enhance the suita-
bility according to the three concepts was created as a guide for both the public and private sector. 
Lastly, through an exemplary design in the case study area, the different spatial changes are 
visualised. 

In summary this graduation project offers a combined solution for the presented problem by intro-
ducing the integrated housing system and providing a guide for related spatial changes. 

ABSTRACT 

KEYWORDS:
 allocation systems, housing allocation, informal housing practices, temporary housing, low-inco-

me families, risk of homelessness, risk of displacement, vacancy 
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Figure 4: Aerial view over London (Photo: by Wirestock, n.d.) 
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INTRODUCTION
London is a city full of possibilities, excitement, and contrasts. It is home to a unique mixture of 
inhabitants with diverse cultures, visions and aims. The city draws in people from all over the world 
and is therefore under constant development and change. With these developments there also 
arise conflicts. Thus, London is not only a city of dreams and potential but also a city in crisis.

More specifically a crisis of housing its people. Processes of gentrification, privatisation, and tech-
nical developments as well as neo-liberal politics have led to a severe shortage of affordable 
housing in London (Atkinson, 2020). Existing housing stock gets privatised and more and more 
expensive while new developments are aimed at the luxury market. At the same time a growing 
number of properties in the city are empty (Action on Empty Homes, 2018). While London is de-
sperately working on improving this situation by planning and building more social housing, for 
many households these efforts are taking too long. Consequently, these low-income households 
and especially families are allocated into temporary accommodation, where they oftentimes live 
under insufficient conditions (Rugg, 2016). 

Thus, the overarching theme of this thesis is to explore alternative ways of allocating these families 
by utilising the vacancies in the city. Therefore, I will draw inspiration from informal housing prac-
tices to develop a systematic solution. The related spatial changes are translated in an exemplary 
design exploration. The end goal is to provide better housing solutions for low-income families for 
the short- and intermediate term as London continues to work on solving the housing crisis in the 
long-term. 
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Figure 5: View from Primrose Hill, London (Photo: by author) 
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MOTIVATION
The motivation for this project stems from my general belief that the experience and excitement 
of living in a big, diverse, and thriving city should be accessible to everyone. For me this belief 
is bound to my dream of having this experience first-hand in my dream city of choice: London. 
Having visited London several times over the last decade, I was always fascinated by its unique 
complexity and beauty. A colourful mixture of history, culture, and creativity inspired by its people. 

During these visits I could also observe some changes. The UK and especially London have seen 
several significant developments and crisis in the passing years. Reaching from the 2012 Olympic 
Games to the Brexit and most recently the Covid-19 pandemic. Gentrification and privatisation 
are visible at every corner through the construction of new high-rises, more tourist attractions and 
commercialisation of local activities. They also have an impact on London‘s diverse group of inha-
bitants. Living in the city becomes more and more expensive, affordable homes are scarce and the 
housing conditions are declining. Low-income households are the biggest group affected by these 
developments. Among them, children, the societies’ future, are suffering the most. Especially when 
they live in the uncertainty of temporary accommodation under insufficient conditions. 

I am convinced that every human has the right to a place they can call home. This means decent 
and sufficient housing that fulfils their needs and requirements and ensures a safe start into a suc-
cessful and independent life. Therefore, the conditions that are currently predominate in London 
when it comes to the housing of low-income families need to change. While the Greater London 
Authority has made action plans to provide more and better social housing in the future, the ur-
gency of the situation is not addressed sufficiently. Therefore, I am motivated to contribute to the 
improvement of this situation by focusing my thesis on intermediate solutions. This is in the hopes 
that the London of the future will once again be a place where everyone is welcome and able to 
build a life. 
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“The most important result perhaps lies in our losing sight of what cities are for - as 
places where people live and thrive, where the city‘s economy is set up to serve its 
residents‘ needs, rather than being a magical playground for the super-rich in the 

hope that a few others may be enriched as a result.”

Rowland Atkinson in Alpha City: How London was captured by the Super-Rich



Figure 6: Gentrification in the Alpha City (Photo: by Jonathan, 2014) 
16
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SHIFTING OWNERSHIP OF THE CITY 
People are attracted to cities, to the 
opportunities, diversity, culture, and 
knowledge. This has led to the world-
wide trend of urban growth. Cities are 
expanding faster than ever before. As 
this growth is embedded in several 
autonomous developments, it hap-
pens in a distinct way and with certain 
implications. The combined effect of 
technological developments and glo-
balisation changes the way of urban 
regeneration and evokes questions 
regarding the ownership of urban 
space. 
Ongoing processes of gentrification 
and the global interconnectivity of fi-
nancial markets have led to what is 
known as the ‘financialization of hou-
sing’ (United Nations, 2017). Housing 
is no longer solemnly purchased to be 
lived in but as an investment. Con-
sequently, during urban regeneration 
processes investors have built profi-
table luxury homes while the construc-
tion of social housing fell short. 
Furthermore, as it became apparent 
that space in the cities is scarce and 
increasingly expensive, the idea of 
‘sharing’ rooted in the concept of a 
‘sharing economy’ became an attrac-
tive tool to utilise the limited urban 

assets to its full extend. But while 
the initial aim was to ensure a more 
sustainable and equal distribution of 
goods, services, and assets, in practi-
ce the participants of the ‘sharing eco-
nomy’ are still profit-driven. This leads 
to the exploitation of the system and 
has significant consequences on va-
rious levels (Ferreri & Sanyal, 2018). 
An example that is notably impacting 
the urban environment are sharing 
platforms for short-term rentals, the 
most famous one being Airbnb. 

These developments and the shifting 
ownership of the city have most cer-
tainly contributed what we nowadays 
call the ‘housing crisis’. Existing ho-
mes no longer being accessible on the 
housing market is leading to increa-
sing housing prices and putting peo-
ple and especially vulnerable groups 
at the risk of homelessness or dis-
placement (Action on Empty Homes, 
2018).  As Hamnett (2001) explains, 
London is a prime example where the-
se developments and processes can 
be observed. 



18

Figure 7: Temporary accommodation types in London (Image: redrawn from MHCLG, London`s 
Poverty Profile 2022)

local authority has then the responsi-
bility to provide them with a housing 
solution. Thus, they are oftentimes 
placed in temporary accommodation 
due the shortage of social housing. 
Sometimes this continues for several 
years until they are provided with a 
long-term solution for their housing si-
tuation.  According to Action on Empty 
Homes this currently concerns around 
57.000 families including 80.000 chil-
dren in Greater London (2018). In ad-
dition to that, Hall points out that every 
forth placement in temporary housing 
in London happens outside of the 
household’s local area (2021). 
As Figure 7 shows, the provided tem-
porary accommodation in London 

Taking a closer look at the housing 
crisis in the context of London’s hou-
sing market reveals two distinct ob-
servations that showcase a contras-
ting understanding of how space and 
in particular living space in the city is 
valued. On the one hand, London is 
in desperate need of more housing, 
particularly affordable housing for low-
income households who rely on local 
authority support. On the other hand, 
there are significant numbers of empty 
buildings and homes in all boroughs of 
the city. 

As Rugg (2016) illustrates, there is 
a discrepancy between the current 
supply and demand for affordable 
and social housing. Hence, a growing 
number of households especially low-
income families are not able to find 
an affordable home. The growing rent 
prices, job losses due to the pande-
mic and an insufficient welfare safety 
net are putting these households at an 
increased risk of becoming homeless 
(Kleynhans, 2021). When a house-
hold loses their home due to these or 
other circumstances, they are defined 
as being ‘statutory homeless’ (Wilson 
& Barton, 2022). Consequently, their 

CONTRASTING VALUE OF URBAN SPACE 
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includes various types of refuge, ran-
ging from self-contained flats, over 
B&Bs and hostels to other self-contai-
ned units (Rugg, 2016). A significant 
number of these types can be found in 
the private rent sector due to a shorta-
ge of publicly owned alternatives. As a 
consequence, the current system for 
the allocation of temporary housing is 
very expensive. According to Donati, 
around £1.6bn were spend between 
2021-2022 (2022).  

The uncertainty that comes with li-
ving in temporary accommodation 
can have long-lasting impacts on 
the health, education, and future job 
opportunities of children growing up 
under these circumstances (Barton 
& Wilson, 2022). Furthermore, a re-
port of Human Rights Watch and the 
Childhood Trust states that often the 
offered temporary accommodation in 
London does not fulfil minimum hou-
sing standards and provides unsafe 
environments for children to grow up 
in (Firth, 2022). 
The housing units are often too small, 
with families consisting of three or 
more members sharing one-bedroom 
apartments (Firth, 2022). In addition, 

Figure 8: Tower block in Waltham Forest, London used for temporary accommodation (Photo: by 
Firth A./ Human Rights Watch, 2022) 

Figure 9: Temporary accommodation bed-sit in North London (Photo: by Wilson K./ Bedrooms of 
London, 2018) 
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a report by Ajisola reveals that many 
units are not properly insulated, which 
leads to cold, dampness and mold, 
which could lead to severe conse-
quences for the physical health of the 
occupants (2022).  As Firth explains, 
in the current allocation system it is 
difficult for the depended households 
to change their situation (2022). This 
is due to the shortage of system wor-
kers and more importantly due to the 
missing housing alternatives. 
 
While the urgency in social and tem-
porary housing supply is constantly 
growing, all over Greater London un-
occupied and empty properties and 
units can be found. They are defined 
as long-term vacancies when they 
have been empty for at least 6 months 
(Dunning & Moore, 2020). 

A government report states that more 
than 400 publicly owned vacancies 
or so-called ‘dead spaces’, including 
empty office units, schools, commer-
cial and industrial units can currently 
be found throughout the city. Main 
reasons that are mentioned besides 
renovations and repairs, include the 
leaving of tenants and the closing of 

services (Berry, 2022). Similar to that,  
vacant offices and commercial proper-
ties can also be found in private ow-
nership. This number has especially 
increased during the Covid-19 pande-
mic (De Bono, 2022). 
Meanwhile, the organisation Action on 
Empty Homes (2018) estimates that 
there are currently around 125,000 
empty homes in Greater London. This 
figure includes dwellings used as ‘as-
sets’ with no permanent occupants, 
dwellings used as short-term rental 
properties and so-called ‘second ho-
mes’ with no main occupants (Action 
on Empty Homes, 2018).
Due to the fact that there are limited 
vacancy registers often the numbers 
of certain types of vacancies can only 
be estimated. Thus, the dark figure 
of vacant building spread throughout 
London could be even higher. 
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Figure 10: Vacant home in Harlesden(Photo: by author) 

Figure 11: Vacant building in Croydon (Photo: by author) 
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Within the context of London‘s housing crisis, two opposing developments can be observed. While 
gentrification and the ’financialisation of housing’ facilitates a growing number of vacancies of 
privately owned properties, the shortage of social housing and the expensive alternatives in 
the private rent sector have led to an increased risk of homelessness and displacement in 
the low-income groups. Thus, a placement in temporary accommodation through the local 
authority is often the last resort. One group that is concerned by this situation particularly fre-
quently, are families with dependent children. Often, the provided temporary accommodation 
does not fulfil certain housing standards and provides unsafe environments for children. 
Furthermore, the uncertain situation could negatively impact the mental and physical health, 
education, and job opportunities of its inhabitants. 

As solving the housing crisis will be an ongoing and complex process over the coming decades 
an intermediate solution for the intolerable situation of these households stuck in insufficient 
temporary accommodation is needed. Thus, the allocation of temporary housing needs to be 
revised in order to develop a systematic solution. 

EXCESS OF SPACE AND LACK OF SUPPLY 

Figure 12:  systemsatic section (Image: by author) 
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Figure 13: Protest march “Britain Deserves Better“ in 2022 (Photo: by Nicholls, H./Reuters, 2022)

Figure 14: Families march to Downing Street to protest against overcrowding in temporary 
accommodation (Photo: by Eason, S., 2022)
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URGENT NEED FOR INTERMEDIATE SOLUTIONS
SOCIETAL RELEVANCE 
The living costs and scarcity of affor-
dable housing in London are currently 
higher than ever. Thus, the threat of 
homelessness is particularly high in 
the English capital leading to a sig-
nificant number of households being 
dependent on their local authority to 
provide them a housing solution. 
In these cases, temporary housing 
is oftentimes the only available solu-
tion. At the same time several NGOs 
like Human Rights Watch (2022) re-
port that the living conditions in these 
temporary solutions are currently very 
concerning as they are often below 
minimum standards. As Boobis and 
Albanese (2020) reveal, the Covid-19 
pandemic has made this situation 
even worse due to the economic and 
societal consequences. The impacts 
are especially severe for children (Ro-
senthal et al., 2020). As Figure 13 and 
14 show, the urgency of the situation 
has driven people to protest. There is 
a call for immediate action to improve 
these people’s situation through inter-
mediate solutions as it is foreseeable 
that solving the general housing crisis 
in London will be an ongoing process 
over the coming decades.

SCIENTIFIC RELEVANCE 
As already stated, London is a prime 
example to observe mechanisms and 
consequences of the housing crisis as 
a wicked problem. Thus, there is al-
ready a wide variety of research set 
in various fields exploring the causes 
and effects as well as possible solu-
tions. 
It should be pointed out that the ma-
jority of this research it focused on 
long-term solutions. Therefore, the re-
search in this thesis is filling the niche 
of addressing the urgency of the risk 
of homelessness by looking into an 
improved and more inclusive solution 
for the short and medium-term. 
Furthermore, the focus is laid on alter-
native informal housing practices. As 
Shrestha et al. emphasise ‘informality’ 
is still a relatively unexplored field wit-
hin the context of housing scholarship 
(2021). Additionally, Maalsen et al. 
point out that related to the increa-
sing digitalisation, informal practices 
could provide potential changes but 
also threats (2022). Therefore, more 
research regarding their regulation is 
required (Griffin et al., 2022). 
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How can an integrated housing system support temporary housing to reduce the 
number of low-income families at the risk of homelessness and displacement  while 

also reducing vacancy in the private sector?
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UTILISING EXCESS AND MEETING DEMANDS

The intended outcomes of this thesis 
consist of two parts. One is focused 
on the planning and policy side; the 
other one explores possible spatial 
design interventions. 

As described in the research aim, the 
first part includes regulations and po-
licies that define an improved system 
for the allocation of temporary hou-
sing. The development of this system 
includes an exploratory case study of 
different initiatives and informal prac-
tices and the evaluation of best prac-
tices. This approach of exploring and 
evaluating the different practices en-
sures the best outcome for low-inco-
me families as the focus group.  Their 
needs and requirements regarding 
livability, feeling at home  and social 
safety need to be met. Therefore, a 
set of  assessment criteria will be de-

veloped. 
In addition, the aim mentions utilising 
vacancies. Thus, the second main 
outcome of the thesis is a design ex-
ploration of potential spatial changes 
in these vacancies. This will include a 
guide of recommended interventions, 
based on a multi-scalar spatial ana-
lysis. The design exploration will be 
showcased with a set of impressions 
and other visualisations in one exem-
plary location in London that was iden-
tified during the initial analysis. 

Although the project refers to the hou-
sing crisis as an overarching problem, 
it is important to note that it is primarily 
concerned with urgent problems that 
may arise in the provision of tempo-
rary accommodation and therefore 
seeks short- and medium-term impro-
vements. Additional solutions are nee-
ded to address the crisis in the long 
term.

RESEARCH AIM 
The aim of this graduation project 
is to develop a systematic solution 
for the allocation of temporary ac-
commodation based on informal 
housing practices that improves the 
living conditions of low-income fami-
lies while also utilising vacancies.
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How can an integrated housing system support temporary 
housing to reduce the number of low-income families at the risk of 
homelessness and displacement  while also reducing vacancy in 

the private sector?

SQ1:
What are existing informal housing practices and what are their advantages 

and disadvantages?

SQ2:
What are the needs and requirements of low-income families and how can 

they benefit from temporary housing solutions?  

SQ3:
What types of vacancies are there, and which types are suitable for temporary 

housing?

SQ4:
Which spatial change of the vacant buildings can support temporary housing?
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Figure 15: methodology framework (Image: by author)
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The structure of the methodology 
is separated into four parts that fol-
low the main research question and 
four sub-questions (see Figure 14). 
A mixed-method approach is used 
to answer the sub-questions accord-
ingly. The generated knowledge will 
be evaluated and revised before it is 
followed by the application in form of 
a spatial design exploration. This way, 
an iterative process is ensured. 

  LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature review is used to de-
velop the conceptual framework and 
includes definitions of important terms 
and concepts. Therefore, it outlines 
how housing is allocated in the UK. 
The focus will be put on identifying al-
ternative ‘informal housing practices’. 
The goal is to understand their key di-
mensions and relations. Furthermore, 
the conceptual framework will estab-
lish a definition of ‘livability’, ‘social 
safety’, and the meaning of ‘home’ to 
get an understanding of the general 
needs and requirements of the focus 
group, meaning the low-income fam-
ilies. Academic literature will be the 
main resource to provide the knowl-
edge. 

  EXPLORATORY CASE STUDY: IN-
FORMAL PRACTICES
This method is used to get an over-
view of the different informal housing 
practices that can be found in London 
and the UK.  Therefore, the various 
grassroots and initiatives will be an-
alysed and categorised in a system-
atic comparison. This is based on the 
three dimensions and their operation-
alised elements, that were introduced 
in the conceptual framework. The 
three dimensions are: reach, commu-
nication, and participants. The main 
resource will be policy reports from 
governmental and non-governmental 
organisations. 

 QUANTIATIVE RESEARCH: DATA 
REVIEW AND ANALYSIS
The intended outcome of the quantita-
tive analysis in to get an overview over 
how many low-income families are 
currently at the risk of homelessness 
and displacement and where and un-
der what conditions they are housed. 
The first step consists of defining 
which types of statistical and spatial 
data sets are needed for the analysis 
and where they can be found. During 
this process it is important to be aware 

MIXED-METHOD APPROACH

Evaluation
In the first evaluation 
round, it can be deter-
mined which grassroots 
and initiatives are inte-
resting to investigate 
further. Additionally, ba-
sed on the results the 
dimensions and their 
elements can be adjus-
ted were necessary.

1

2

3

1

2

3
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of the validity of the data source and 
the correctness of the given informa-
tion. This step is followed by process-
ing and visualising the data through 
tools like QGis and Illustator. Possible 
resources for data sets are official 
public institutions like the London da-
tastore and the Office for National Sta-
tistics as well as NGOs and independ-
ent organisations. One limitation of the 
analysis could be that there might not 
be reliable numbers of certain types 
of data but only estimations. In these 
cases, it needs to be decided to what 
degree these estimations can be used 
as a given fact and where they are too 
unreliable to be used. 

  QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: INTER-
VIEWS WITH FOCUS GROUP 
The second part of the analysis is fol-
lowing a qualitative approach to get 
a more personal understand of what 
‘livability’, ‘social safety’, and ‘home’ 
mean to low-income families espe-
cially while living in a temporary situ-
ation. Therefore, the chosen method 
is semi-structured interviews with 
members of the focus group. The first 
step is to find and contact possible 
interviewees. A good way of creating 

an initial contact would be through 
a collaboration with an NGO that is 
working with members of the focus 
group daily and has their trust. There-
fore, a fitting organisation needs to 
be contacted and informed about the 
project. If they are willing to support 
the project, they can help to find ap-
propriate interview candidates. While 
organising the questions and setting 
up the interviews it is important to be 
aware of the type of language that is 
used and that the project is explained 
in an understandable way. Preferable, 
the interviews will be held in person 
and in an environment where the in-
terviewees feel comfortable and safe. 
As the topic is sensitive it is important 
that personal boundaries of each in-
dividual are considered and accepted. 

  SPATIAL ANALYSIS
The spatial analysis is used to locate 
vacancies that are suitable for tempo-
rary housing. Therefore, data regard-
ing the typology, location, ownership, 
and the condition of the vacant build-
ings will be collected and categorised. 
The first step consists of setting up cri-
teria to determine the suitability, validi-
ty and correctness of the data sets that 

Revision
In this intermediate re-
vision, the criteria de-
veloped in the initial ex-
ploratory case study will 
be revised based on the 
knowledge gathered in 
the spatial analysis and 
in the analysis of the fo-
cus group. The revised 
criteria will be used to 
identify the best practice 
examples.

3

4

5

3

4
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are going to be selected. In addition, it 
will be defined which types of data are 
needed for the analysis. The data sets 
could include spatial and statistical 
data obtained from public data stores 
and official institutions as well as pol-
icy reports conducted by NGOs. It is 
possible, that a certain type of data is 
not recorded in reliable numbers and 
only estimations can be found. In this 
case it needs to be decided whether 
the estimation is reliable enough to be 
used in the project. Once all the avail-
able data is collected it needs to be 
visualised by creating maps and dia-
grams. The results of the analysis give 
an indication regarding their suitability 
for being used as temporary housing. 

  LEARNING FROM BEST PRACTICE 
EXAMPLES: EXPERT INTERVIEWS
To get a better understanding of how 
the focus group could benefit from an 
alternative housing system, the meth-
od of exploring best case examples 
is used. The aim is to gather inside 
knowledge from real-life practice and 
hopefully some useful takeaways that 
can later be transferred to London’s 
context. Therefore, housing research-
es, as well as housing experts from 

the private sector and civil society will 
be selected for semi-structured inter-
views. They can provide and insight 
into the various practices in London 
and explain advantages and disad-
vantages of the various systems.

 DESIGN EXPLORATION: SPATIAL 
CHANGES 
Based on the results of the spatial 
analysis and after obtaining in-depth 
knowledge about the needs and re-
quirements of the low-income families, 
a design exploration of spatial chang-
es will be made. To showcase how 
these changes can be implemented 
in the actual context of London, a lo-
cation within the city will be selected 
to visualise an exemplary spatial in-
tervention. Thus, the first step is to 
select one or more locations best fit-
ted to show a variety of different inter-
ventions. The second step consists 
of developing a collection of spatial 
interventions and visualising them in 
various drawings and impressions.   

Application
When the gained know-
ledge is evaluated and 
revised in an iterative 
process, the last step 
consists of applying wit-
hin the actual context of 
London.

6

5

6
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METHOD: INTERVIEWS
The use of interviews plays an im-
portant role in this research project. 
Thus, the interviewees were select-
ed to cover different fields of exper-
tise and experience. They include a 
housing researcher, an employee of a 
non-governmental organisation which 
works in the homelessness sector, as 
well as a self-organised action group 
that consists of individuals who have 
had first-hand experience with hous-
ing issues. 

The results of the interviews are inte-
grated at several points in the report. 
Thus, they are analysed based on 
guiding questions that relate to the 
respective topic. Especially for under-
standing the functioning of the formal 
allocation system and the potential 
of informal practices, as well as for 
detecting needs and requirements of 
the focus group the interviews were 
important.

Interview partner Role  Competence and knowledge
Alex Firth Housing researcher for Human Rights Watch, 

who focuses on children’s rights and did research 
about the temporary housing situation in London. 

Extensive knowledge about the functioning and regu-
lation of temporary accommodation in London as well 
as the experience of low-income families in temporary 
housing due to a research project. 

Melanie Sirinathsingh Communications and Impact Lead at the non-go-
vernmental organisation Kineara. Kineara sup-
ports households at the risk of homelessness. 
The organisation focuses tenancies in the private 
housing sector and how to sustain long-term te-
nancies for affordable homes. 

Experience with working in co-operation with local 
authorities and with the private rent sector. Knowledge 
about practices and mechanisms of the formal alloca-
tion system and where it is lacking. 

Haringey Housing 
Action Group

Members of low-income families that are living 
or used to live in temporary accommodation. Are 
active in a non-profit initiative that supports when 
it comes to interacting with the local councils and 
by drawing attention to issues and shortcomings 
in the current system.

First-hand experience with the formal allocation sys-
tem and with living in temporary accommodation in 
London. 

Figure 16: Interview partners (Image: by author)
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METHOD: SPATIAL ANALYSIS
As vacancies are distributed all over 
the city, the spatial analysis will cover 
the whole city rather than a specific lo-
cation. In addition, the aim of the anal-
ysis is to identify exemplary locations 
that are representative for different 
area types. 

These example areas will be identified 
through the use of various indicators 
and characteristics which are based 
on statistical or spatial data, findings 

and observations defined in literature, 
as well as impressions from the field 
work. The different indicators and 
characteristics are analysed on vari-
ous scales ranging from the city scale, 
over the borough and area scale to-
wards the street and building scale. 
Thus, it can be determined which 
characteristics are relevant on which 
scale in order to identify suitable loca-
tions and types of vacancy for tempo-
rary housing solutions. 

City scale Borough scale Area scale Street and building scale

Figure 17: Analysis through the scales (Image: by author)
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Figure 18: Time plan (Image: by author)
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ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
NEUTRALITY AND POSITIONALITY
When I reflect on the aspects of neu-
trality and positionality, it is important 
to be aware of the fact that the project 
is based on an underlying critique of 
certain consequences of the men-
tioned autonomous developments, 
mainly the ‘financialisation of housing’ 
and the ‘sharing economy’. Further-
more, as a person that has never ex-
perienced the precarious situation of 
living in temporary accommodation 
and being at the risk of homelessness 
and displacement, it is important to 
listen to the affected groups and their 
opinion and experience when evalua-
ting potential improvements. 

LIMITATIONS
It is important to point out that the pro-
ject solemnly focuses on improving 
conditions of temporary housing so-
lutions to react to the urgency of the 
housing crisis in the short and medium 
term. This decision was made delibe-
rately because I am aware that the 
issue as a total is very complex, and 
this project has a limited extent and a 
defined timeframe. Thus, I know that 
I will not be able to tackle everything 
and should rather try to focus on one 

aspect and address that aspect tho-
roughly. I recognize that there are ad-
ditional actions that need to be taken 
to address the housing crisis and in 
particular the shortage of social and 
affordable housing to improve the si-
tuation in the long term. 

INTERESTS OF INVOLVED GROUPS
As I am addressing informal practi-
ces in the thesis, I need to be awa-
re of the interests of involved and 
affected groups. By researching and 
writing about these informal practi-
ces, I could draw unwanted attention 
to their users. To avoid negative con-
sequences a high level of sensitivity 
and where necessary anonymity are 
required. While my main interest lays 
in improving the situation of low-inco-
me households I also need to take the 
perspective of the owners of vacant 
buildings and homes into considerati-
on. To what extend do they even want 
to participate in a new housing system 
and what are their potential gains or 
losses. 
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INFORMALITY IN  HOUSING PRACTICES
The core aim of the thesis is to develop 
a systematic solution for the allocation 
of temporary housing for low-income 
families by utilising and consequently 
reducing vacancies that can be found 
in Greater London. Thus, I will look at 
different systems and practices for the 
allocation and distribution of housing. 
There are both formal and informal 
practices, that address a variety of 
user groups and function under dif-
ferent circumstances and conditions. 
Generally, all practices determine the 
question of who gets what type of hou-
sing when and where, based on a set 
of criteria that applies to the situation 
and condition of the household that is 
to be allocated. 

The formal way of allocating these 
households is through their local aut-
horities. In the case of this thesis that 
means the 32 boroughs which make 
up Greater London (Office for National 
Statistics, n.d.). When a household is 
not able to find affordable housing on 
their own, gets evicted from their pre-
vious home, or has any other reason 
that could lead to homelessness they 
can apply for social housing at their 
local authority. If the household ful-

fils a set of criteria that is defined in 
a housing allocation scheme, the re-
sponsible local authority has the duty 
to provide a home. For households 
with a priority need the local authority 
always has a so-called homelessness 
duty, which means they have to provi-
de housing regardless. Families with 
dependent children are included in 
the group of households with a priority 
need.  As was already pointed out, due 
to the shortage of social housing stock 
especially in Greater London, alloca-
tions into temporary accommodation 
are often the case until a long-term 
solution can be found (Shelter, 2022). 
Thus, the formal system allocates so-
cial and temporary housing following 
the same process. 

Next to the formal system for the all-
ocation of temporary housing there 
are several alternative informal prac-
tices and systems “associated with 
producing or occupying residential 
space which fall beyond ‘formal sys-
tems’ of law or regulation” (Shrestha 
et al., 2021, p.159). According to Lom-
bard these informal alternatives often 
develop as a response to the failure of 
state policies regarding housing provi-
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sion and regulation as well as neolibe-
ral economic structures  (2019). They 
can also be seen as a “critique of the 
social, economic and environmental 
sustainability of formal housing prac-
tices” (Maalsen et al., 2022, p.8). The 
informal alternatives include practices 
like shared housing, social networks 
and platforms for renting, anti-squat-
ting agencies and more. Shrestha et. 
al. point out that the term ‘informality’ 
does not equate that the practice is 
either illegal or illegitimate although 
often times a lower level of legal pro-
tection can be found (2021). Both 
‘elite’ and low-income groups are par-
ticipating in these informal practices, 
but while the former make use of legal 
grey zones for their financial benefit 
the low-income groups are often de-
pendent on these alternatives due to 
the limited housing supply through the 
formal system (Shrestha et. al., 2021). 
Therefore, the use of informal practi-
ces should not be equated to a denial 
or “unwillingness to engage with and 
work alongside mainstream models” 
nor should the motivation for their use 
be tied invariably to “countercultural 
values” (Griffin et al., 2022, p.84). 

As Maalsen et al. (2022) point out, the-
se informal practices also hold a great 
potential, especially when it comes to 
addressing issues in the current all-
ocation of housing. In order for them to 
work for the benefit of the low-income 
families however, they need to be fra-
med and organised in a clear system. 
As mentioned in the introduction, the 
aim is to develop a systematic solution 
that draws inspiration from the various 
informal practices. This systematic 
solution will consist of a framework 
of regulations and policies that takes 
into consideration the specific needs 
and requirements of low-income fa-
milies and ensures the utilisation of 
otherwise vacant buildings as housing 
options. 
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within the different practices. This in-
cludes the different types of commu-
nication and interaction, as well as 
the degree of publicness. Accessibility 
and language play an important role in 
this dimension. 
The last dimension is called ‘partici-
pants’ and focuses on the different 
groups of people operating and in-
teracting with the various practices 
as providers and users. An observa-
tion of these groups indicates who is 
and who is not able to participate in a 
specific practice and with what type of 
interest they take part in the practice. 

As the goal is to develop a systematic 
solution based on the different infor-
mal practices, a set of criteria needs 
to be introduced to determine their 
success. 
The first criterion is ‘inclusiveness’. 
This refers to the different types of 
participants that can take part in the 
practice as both providers and users. 
Furthermore, ‘inclusiveness’ is 
strongly connected to the accessibi-
lity of housing (Elsinga et al., 2022). 
This means that the housing system 
should ensure access to appropriate 
temporary accommodation for all ty-

The informal housing practices work 
differently depending on their socio-
spatial contexts. Based on the litera-
ture, three main dimensions to define 
their context became apparent. The-
se dimensions are reach, communi-
cation, and participants. In order to 
systematically analyse the different 
informal practices, they will be bro-
ken down into the identified three di-
mensions and their components. This 
process of operationalisation allows 
that the different components become 
measurable and observable. Depen-
ding on their theme, they can then be 
analysed through qualitative or quan-
titative approaches. 

The first dimension is defined as the 
reach. This includes both, ‘reach’ 
being understood as a physical as 
well as a theoretical parameter. In the 
context of different informal practices 
for distribution and provision of hou-
sing, the dimension of physical reach 
is concerned with distance between 
the user and operator. Meanwhile, 
the theoretical understand of reach is 
concerned with the scale and type of 
operation.  The second dimension is 
concerned with the ‘communication’ 
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pes of households and in the case of 
this thesis especially for low-income 
families. In addition, ‘inclusiveness’ 
can also be related to the functioning 
of the practice itself. This includes the 
type of communication and how ea-
sily accessible the service is. There 
should be no disadvantages in the ap-
plication and selection process due to 
the household’s status.

Lastly, the solution should also be ef-
ficient. Thus, ‘efficiency’ of the service 
provided, means that the processes 
should be optimised by delivering the 
best and fastest results while keeping 
the costs and expense to the minimum 

(Elsinga et al., 2022). This means that 
the processes and communication of 
the system should be as direct and 
easy as possible while also ensuring 
to provide the best outcome for all par-
ticipants.

Figure 19: conceptual diagram (by author)
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Next to understanding and improving 
the way of how temporary housing 
is allocated, it is also important to be 
aware of the actual housing needs and 
requirements of the low-income fami-
lies to improve their situation. There-
fore, I will look at what the concepts of 
‘livability’, feeling at ‘home’ and ‘social 
safety’ mean for families, especially 
against the background of the tempo-
rariness of the housing solutions. 

Livability in general refers to a number 
of characteristics and requirements 
that are fundamentally important for 
the well-being of people in their living 
environment. According to Ruth & 
Franklin (2014), livability does have 
two main elements. The first one focu-
ses on covering a set of basic needs, 
including the access to food, shelter, 
and security. Contrasting to that, the 
second element is concerned with the 
condition of the physical surroundings 
and environment, including infrastruc-
ture, ecosystems, and services. Addi-
tionally, they remark that the specifics 
of these elements can vary depending 
on the location and group of people 
(Ruth & Franklin, 2014). Thus, I will 
specifically focus on what contributes 

SUITABILITY OF HOUSING SOLUTIONS 
to the livability of low-income families. 
As Ajisola (2022) points out the cur-
rent condition of temporary accommo-
dation in the UK often has a negative 
impact on the occupant’s health. Whi-
le cold, dampness and mold influence 
the physical health, the lack of space 
and privacy can have negative con-
sequences for the mental well-being 
(Croft et al., 2021). Especially the de-
velopment and education of children 
is suffering under these circumstan-
ces. Therefore, the first priority should 
be that temporary housing fulfils the 
basic needs necessary for a liveable 
environment. In a second instance, 
following Ruth & Franklin‘s (2014) 
two elements, also the surroundings, 
including access to infrastructure and 
facilities, should be aligned with the 
families’ needs. Meaning short distan-
ces to work and educational facilities, 
as well as safe environments for phy-
sical activity and social interaction in 
the neighbourhood.
 
While the meaning of ‘home’ is bound 
to individual understandings and can 
vary from person to person, Overtoom 
et al. (2022) point out that there are 
certain factors that appear repeatedly 
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Figure 20: systematic diagram (Image: by author)
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when analysing the term from an aca-
demic perspective. They name repre-
sentation, privacy, sociability, future, 
appropriation, and rootedness as the 
six main factors, but depending on the 
context of the research, there can be 
more or different factors as well (Over-
toom et al., 2022). These factors are 
often connected with certain activities. 
Thus, the ability of an accommodation 
to facilitate these activities can de-
termine how at home a person feels. 
Furthermore, the term ‘home’ implies 
a meaningful and emotional con-
nection to a place (Overtoom et al., 
2018).  Appropriation of the domestic 
space by personalising and adjusting 
the surroundings according to the own 
wishes can support this connection 
(Overtoom et al., 2022). Therefore, 
the building layout and flexibility of 
spaces do also play an important role 
(Overtoom et al., 2022). 
In the instance of families living in 
temporary accommodation, aspects 
like safety, stability and routine play a 
significant role. Furthermore, spaces 
for activity and exploration but also 
for relaxation and solitude are import-
ant (Coley, Leventhal, Lynch & Kull, 
2012). 

Figure 21: A family sharing a one-bedroom unit (Photo: by Shelter, n.d.)

Figure 22: A child in a temporary housing unit (Photo: by Shelter, n.d.)
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In contrast to the two other concepts, 
‘social safety’ is mostly focused on the 
outside and public space. As Kiełek 
explains, it relates to the well-being of 
people while they are in public spaces 
like parks, sidewalks, and squares 
(2022). This perception can be influ-
enced by several characteristics of 
the physical surroundings (Carro et 
al., 2010). Included are elements on 
both the big and small scale , like den-
sity, as well as the design and size 
of buildings, or the condition of side-
walks and the degree of urban vege-
tation (Carro et al., 2010; Gehl, 2011). 
Therefore, the area where temporary 
accommodation is located can impact 
the feeling of safety. 

As mentioned previously, the aspect 
of temporariness plays an important 
role. When looking at the concepts of 
‘livability’, ‘social safety’, and ‘home’ 
within the context of temporary hou-
sing, certain elements gain more or 
less importance. The term ‘tempora-
ry accommodation’ suggests that the 
stays are limited and can range from 
a few days to more than a couple of 
years (Rich, 2022). More often than 
not, in the UK and especially in Lon-

don, the second outcome is the case. 
Relating this to the two elements of 
livability, this leaves the occupants of 
temporary housing with a high level 
of uncertainty and thus, reduces the 
safety, stability, and structure in their 
daily life (Stroud, 2022). In addition to 
that, the oftentimes poor quality of the 
offered temporary housing lessens the 
livability of the occupants even further 
(Stroud, 2022). And while the stays in 
temporary accommodation are often 
longer than anticipated, the spatial 
conditions and the surrounding envi-
ronment do not contribute to feeling 
at home. As Brun and Fábos (2015) 
note, the provided accommodation 
often does not allow personalisation. 
Furthermore, the limited spaces and 
unsafe environments hinder physical 
activities and do not provide appro-
priate learning and relaxation environ-
ments, which can have a negative im-
pact on children’s development (Coley 
et al., 2012). Considering that tempo-
rary housing will continue to play an 
important role due to the current hou-
sing crisis in the UK, the condition of 
the offered accommodation needs to 
be improved. 
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Informality - “within the global north it manifests as a response to unmet
housing need which appears to be mostly hidden, produced individually and

begins with access (or lack of access) to rental housing”

Shrestha et al. in Informal Housing Practices
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DEFINING INFORMAL PRACTICES 
As it was already established in the 
conceptual framework, ‘informal hou-
sing practices’ are defined as alterna-
tive practices and systems that exist 
next to the law and regulation that 
make up the formal system (Shrestha 
et al., 2021). While these practices 
might not follow the formal regulati-
ons, according to Shrestha et. al., that 
does not mean that they are either il-
legal or illegitimate (2021). However, 
it should be noted that often these in-
formal practices have a lower degree 
of legal protection for their participants 
and thus, there is a greater chance for 
exploitation (Shrestha et. al., 2021). 
In opposite to the formal system, the 
operators of informal practices can 
mostly be found in the private sector 
in the form of companies and agen-
cies or in the civil society in the form 
of non-profit organisations. 
The informal practices have users 
in both, low-income as well as high-
income groups. As Shrestha et. al. 
points out, the ‘elite’ groups make 
use of legal loopholes and grey zones  
while using informal practices for their 
own benefit (2021). In contrast, the 
low-income groups however are often 
dependent on the alternatives provi-

ded by the informal housing practices 
due to the failure of the formal system 
(Shrestha et al., 2021). 
Maalsen et al. emphasise how most 
of these informal practices developed 
as a reaction to failing state systems 
and policies as well as neoliberal eco-
nomic structures (2022). In London’s 
case a number of housing initiatives 
were formed as a response to the 
cost-of-living crisis and the increased 
risk of homelessness and displace-
ment that come with it. The different 
types of initiatives include agencies 
for shared housing options, property 
guardian schemes and various forms 
of housing co-operatives. 
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Figure 23: A guarded property in Harlesden (Photo: by author)

Figure 24: A vacant office block in Croyden (Photo: by author)
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Furthermore, initiatives that speciali-
sed in the provision of under-utilised 
spaces and vacant properties that can 
be found in the private rent sector, 
were particularly interesting for the se-
lection. This is due to the main aim of 
the project being the utilisation of va-
cant buildings for temporary housing 
purposes. 

Lastly, the initiative should preferably 
address the main focus group of the 
project, meaning low-income families 
that are currently at the risk of home-
lessness and displacement. However, 
there are not many initiatives with that 
focus group. So, in order to have a 
comparable number of initiatives this 
selection criterion was considered to 
be less important. 

Interesting examples for initiatives 
that were included in the systematic 

In order to get an overview over the 
different informal practices that cur-
rently exist in London, an exploratory 
case study and a systematic compa-
rison was done. Included were only 
initiatives that are operating in the pri-
vate housing sector. 

The first step consisted of researching 
different initiatives and deciding which 
ones are suitable for the case study. 
Therefore, certain criteria were used 
for the selection of the included initia-
tives. The selection criteria looked at 
the duration of stay, the building typo-
logy of the provided housing, as well 
as the focus group that was addres-
sed by the initiative. 
The focus was put on initiatives that 
provided limited or short-term stays as 
this coincided with the aspect of tem-
porariness as a leading factor. The 
goal was to learn how properties can 
be used for housing purposes tempo-
rarily while also providing suitable ac-
commodation. 

SELECTING INITIATIVES 

Duration

short-term long-term 

Typology 

non-vacant vacant

Focus Group

other low-income familiy
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comparison are some letting agencies 
and shared housing agencies that aim 
at creating better connections bet-
ween offer and demand, agencies that 
follow the property guardian scheme, 
and lastly housing co-operatives that 
are specifically focused on empty pro-
perties.

Once the different initiatives for the 
systematic comparison are selected, 
they will firstly be categorised and 
analysed according the three dimen-
sions, reach, communication and par-
ticipants, and their components. This 
analysis is followed by an evaluation 
based on the three criteria that were 
introduced in the conceptual frame-
work. These criteria are inclusiveness, 
accessibility, and efficiency.
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The private agency Live-in Guardians 
aims to connect owners of vacant pro-
perties with young professionals. They 
should function as property guardians 
while living in an affordable housing 
option in a central location. The agen-
cy advertises cost-effective living in 
exchange for guarding the properties. 
Thus, the idea is that both owner and 
tenant profit form the arrangement. 
For their services the agency collects 

Homeshare

Capital Letters

Live-in Guardians 
fees paid by both the property owner 
and future tenant. 
The agency has a set of criteria the 
potential tenants need to fulfil in or-
der to use the service. Furthermore, 
living in the otherwise properties co-
mes with a set of rules and regulations 
that need to be followed by the tenant. 
Additionally, tenancies can be ended 
with a relatively short notice (Live-in 
Guardians, 2023).

The letting service Capital Letters is an 
NGO owned by the London boroughs, 
roughly two thirds are members. The 
service connects private landlords 
and housing agencies with suitable 
tenants with the goal of finding them a 
secure, affordable, and settled home. 
The service is focused on finding long-
term homes for families in temporary 
accommodation or at the risk of home-
lessness. 

A free landlord service provides sup-
port in the process of finding a suitable 
tenant, overseeing the letting process 
and interacting with the council. The 
process includes a suitability check for 
both the future landlord and the future 
tenant as well as the property. Furt-
hermore, a personal meeting takes 
place before the signing of a tenancy 
agreement (Capital Letters, 2023).

The housing organisation Homesha-
re aims to bring two types of people 
together in a shared living situation 
that they can both benefit from. The 
idea is, that an older person with li-
ving space to spare offers affordable 
accommodation to a younger person 
in exchange for social interaction and 
support in the household. The organi-
sation operations on a national scale 
and works in co-operation with local 

NGOs. The allocation and selection 
process includes first an online appli-
cation followed by a reference check 
and interviews with a personal coor-
dinator. The coordinator communica-
tes between the applicant the home 
provider to find a good match. While 
the provided support and interaction 
should happen on a voluntary basis, 
around 10 hours per week are expec-
ted (Homeshare, n.d.).  
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Duration

Typology 

Focus Group

short-term long-term 

non-vacant vacant

other low-income familiy

Duration

Typology 

Focus Group

short-term long-term 

non-vacant vacant

other low-income familiy

Figure 25:  Two generations sharing a home (Photo: by Homeshare, n.d.)

Figure 26: A family in the new home (Photo: by Capital Letters, n.d.)

Duration

Typology 

Focus Group

short-term long-term 

non-vacant vacant

other low-income familiy

Figure 27:  Property guardians in their occupied home (Photo: by Live-in Guardians, n.d.)
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The Westminster Housing Co-operati-
ve (WHC) is a self-funded housing co-
operative located in west London. Its 
goal is, to manage and repair other-
wise empty properties while the co-op 
members are living in the properties 
for an affordable rent. The duration of 
occupation would be of a minimum of 
six months. In rare cases the limited 
occupation of a property can turn into 
an unlimited tenancy. 

Property Guardians

St Marks Housing Co-operative 

Westminster Housing Co-operative (WHC)
The co-operative works in partnership 
with several housing associations, ot-
her small co-operations, and the local 
councils. Furthermore, it is led and or-
ganised by its members. To get in con-
tact with the co-operative and even-
tually become a member is through 
direct contact. Otherwise the co-ope-
rative offers their services for potential 
landlords online (Westminster Hou-
sing Co-operative (WHC),n.d.).

The St Marks Housing Co-operati-
ve is a non-profit short life housing 
co-operative that is aiming to utilise 
vacancies for short-term stays. The 
co-operative works together with vari-
ous housing associations and housing 
trusts in London. 
They focus on vacant properties that 
are about to be refurbished or reas-
signed. They argue that placing occu-
pants in otherwise empty properties 

improves the feeling of security in 
the neighbourhood and contributes 
to the community spirit. The co-ope-
rative also promotes that they leave 
a property with a short notice within a 
month. To become a member, people 
have to go through a formal applicati-
on and interview process. Furthermo-
re, each member actively takes part in 
the co-operation and helps to run it (St 
Marks Housing Co-operative, n.d.).

The nation-wide operating agency 
Property Guardians aims to provi-
de protection of empty properties by 
connecting the owners with young 
professionals that function as live-
in-guardians. The occupants will get 
cost-effective living in exchange for 
guarding the otherwise empty proper-
ties. 
The agency provides a service to 
assess the need of protection and to 

make the property inhabitable. Furt-
hermore, they do suitability checks, 
that include interviews and credibility 
checks as well as employment and 
housing references, with potential 
guardians. The final choice for a guar-
dian is also made by the agency.
During their time of occupation in the 
property, the guardians have to ensu-
re upkeep and protection of the pro-
perty (Property Guardians, 2023).
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Duration

Typology 

Focus Group

short-term long-term 

non-vacant vacant

other low-income familiy

Duration

Typology 

Focus Group

short-term long-term 

non-vacant vacant

other low-income familiy

Figure 28:  A occupied property with its guardian (Photo: by Property Guardians, n.d.)

Figure 29:  A property after occupation (Photo: by St Marks Housing Co-operative Ltd., n.d.)

Duration

Typology 

Focus Group

short-term long-term 

non-vacant vacant

other low-income familiy

Figure 30:  A property occupied by the co-operative (Photo: by Westminster Housing Co-ope-
rative, n.d.)
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Figure 31: Conceptual diagram - three dimensions and evaluation criteria (by author)

The last dimension ‘participants’ in-
cludes the type of operator and their 
type of interest, as well as the ques-
tion of which type of user is addressed 
with the initiative. The different types 
of operators are either located in the 
private sector, the civil society, or the 
public sector. Secondly, the interest of 
the providers could either be profit-dri-
ven or have another reasoning. Final-
ly, the initiative could either address 
a specific type of individual user or a 
family. 

Following the selection of the different 
initiatives, in the next step the findings 
are analysed and evaluated. The ana-
lysis will follow the three dimensions 
that were introduced in the conceptu-
al framework: reach, communication, 
and participants (see Figure 31). 

The dimension ‘reach’ includes the 
scale of operation, meaning whether it 
is operating locally, regionally or on a 
national scale. Furthermore, the type 
of operation of the initiative will be 
analysed. This means whether it ope-
rates individually, in a network or is 
overseen by an umbrella organisation. 
Lastly, the dimension includes the dis-
tance between the user and operator 
of the initiative. 
The second dimension ‘communica-
tion’ consists of the communication 
type, the type of interaction and the 
degree of publicness.  The communi-
cation type means whether the com-
munication is direct, indirect or both. 
On the other hand, the type of inter-
action looks at whether the interaction 
takes part digitally or personally. The 
degree of publicness indicates to what 
extent the initiative represents itself in 
public. 

ANALYSING AND EVALUATING INITIATIVES 
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Based on the outcomes of the sys-
tematic comparison, the evaluation 
will take place. The evaluation of the 
initiatives follows three main criteria 
that were also established in the con-
ceptual framework (see Figure 31).
The criteria include the degree of in-
clusiveness of the initiative, which me-
ans how many different types of user 
groups and providers can participate 
as well as how direct and personal the 
communication is. 
Secondly, it includes the degree of ef-
ficiency of the initiative. This is deter-
mined by how efficient it is in terms of 
time and cost while delivering the best 

results. 
Furthermore, the last criterion looks 
at the accessibility of the housing op-
tions. This means how accessibility 
the initiative is in terms of the scale 
and type of operation as well as which 
user group is able to access the offe-
red housing options. 
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PARTICIPANTS EVALUATION
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PARTICIPANTS EVALUATION
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TWO TYPOLOGIES OF PRACTICES

Figure 32: Network in Greater London (Image: by 
author)

Figure 33: Umbrella organisation in Greater London 
(Image: by author)

The analysis of the different initiatives 
revealed that two dominant types of 
practices can be found. 
The first type consists of small-scale 
initiatives that mostly operate on the 
local or regional level and in the form 
of networks. This type includes diffe-
rent housing co-operatives who work 
together with housing associations 

and local authorities as well as other 
small-scale initiatives. The commu-
nication and interaction mostly take 
place on a personal and direct level 
and their representation in public is 
relatively low. Although most initiati-
ves have a representative website, 
face-to-face interaction and connec-
ting through mutual contacts is the 
preferred practice. Furthermore, they 
often address a specific group of par-

ticipants, and their practice is bound to 
a set of certain values. The advantage 
of this type of practice lays in their lo-
cal knowledge and direct communica-
tion which makes them efficient in that 
way. On the other hand, their low visi-
bility and specific group of participants 
makes them less accessible and less 
inclusive. 

In contrast, the second type of prac-
tice mostly operates on a regional of 
national scale and often consists of 
a umbrella or head organisation that 
oversees a group of local partners or 
provides their service in several scat-
tered locations. The communication in 
the first instance is mostly digital and 
indirect. More direct interaction mostly 
happens at a later point in the process 
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of housing distribution. A representati-
ve website and advertisement for their 
services guaranties these services a 
high degree of publicness. Depending 
on the specific service they provide, 
they might address a wider range of 
participants.  For example, the pro-
perty guardian scheme addresses a 
very specific user group in the form of 
young professionals, while the initia-
tives Homeshare and Capital Letters 
provide their service for a wider ran-
ge of household types. Furthermore, 
there are both types of initiatives, the 
ones who are profit-driven and the 
ones that are motivated by other rea-
sons. Depending on their reach and 
type of user group that is addressed, 
this type of practice might be more 
inclusive. While their degree of pu-
blicness is relatively high, the indirect 
and mostly digital could make them 
less accessible to certain groups. Fi-
nally, while the big scale of operation 
makes them efficient on the one hand, 
the profit-driven and centralised way 
of providing their services could be to 
the disadvantage of the user in terms 
of the efficiency. 
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STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES 
In order to determine the strengths 
and weaknesses of both the formal 
allocation system and the informal 
practices, relevant literature and a 
number of conducted interviews will 
be analysed. 
The literature consists of various re-
search reports that investicate the for-
mal allocation system and generally 
the topic of temporary housing. The 
interviewees include both, experts for 
temporary housing as well as mem-
bers of the focus group who have 
first-hand experience with temporary 
housing and the allocation system. 

The analysis is following a set of ques-
tions, that will help to selected the re-
levant information to determine the 
strengths and weaknesses of both the 
formal system and the informal prac-
tices. 
The first question focuses on detec-
ting the main strenghts and weaknes-
ses of the formal allocation system for 
temporary housing. 

What are the advantages and disad-
vantages of the formal allocation sys-
tem? 

In contrast, the second question is 
concerned with the informal practices 
and their advantages and disadvan-
tages. 

What are the advantages and disad-
vantages of the informal practices? 

The last question focuses on unders-
tand how the formal allocation could 
learn and benefit from the informal 
practices. 

How can weaknesses of the formal 
system be compensated by informal 
practices?
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Figure 34: Relation between the strengths and weaknesses of the formal allocation system and 
the informal housing practices (Image: by author)
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When evaluating strengths and we-
aknesses of the formal housing sys-
tem, the biggest advantage that can 
be seen from the perspective of a 
low-income family is, that due to the 
fact that they have a priority need to 
be housed, the local authority can-
not turn them away (A. Firth perso-
nal communication, March 22, 2023). 
Furthermore, once the household is in 
the system and in temporary housing, 
they have a place on the waiting list 
for a placement in social housing (M. 
Sirinathsingh personal communicati-
on, March 29, 2023). M. Sirinathsingh 
explains that if they were to move to 
the private rent sector, they could lose 
their waiting list place and thus have 
even more difficulty to move into long-
term social housing (personal commu-
nication, March 29, 2023). 
However, as Firth points out, the con-
ditions in temporary housing are often 
quite bad due to the fact that there are 
either outdated standards or no stan-
dards at all for the unit and building 
conditions (2022).  Moreover, due to a 
lack of funding and a shortage of hou-
sing officers, enforcing certain stan-
dards and quality of the housing units, 
handling complaints, and checking 

possible accommodation changes are 
processed slowly or not at all (M. Si-
rinathsingh personal communication, 
March 29, 2023; Bosetti et al., 2022). 
In addition, members of the Haringey 
Housing Action Group report from 
their first-hand experience, that they 
did not have a choice when it came 
to the location of their temporary ac-
commodation and thus, displacement 
is often the consequence (personal 
communication, April 6, 2023). As M. 
Sirinathsingh and Bosetti et al. ex-
plain, due to the lack communication 
between the different local authorities, 
outbidding and cross-placements bet-
ween boroughs occur on a regular ba-
sis (personal communication, March 
29, 2023; 2022). According to Bosetti 
et al., this could be avoided by better 
communication and co-operation bet-
ween boroughs (2022). 
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Strength Weakness

Clear set of criteria for prioritising, selection and 
distribution (families with dependent children have a 

priority need) 

Households in temporary housing are on waiting lists 
for social housing and have a right to be placed in 

social housing when it becomes available

Legislation and regulation backdrop (Allocation scheme
and process is set up by governemental bodies)

Outdated housing standards and unclear definitions of 
housing types and payment models

No choice between different options

Complaints and changing the accommodation is difficult 
due to shortage of housing officers

Competition between boroughs and crossed 
placements of households in the PRS

Building conversions into temporary accommodation do 
not need planning permission - results in poor quality 

housing units 

Figure 35: Analysis of the formal allocation system (Image: by author)
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As previously mentioned, informal 
housing practices often make use of 
loopholes in regulations or develop 
due to failures of the formal system 
(Maalsen et al., 2022, p.8). Therefore, 
they can both, provide opportunities 
but also enable exploitation. Thus, one 
of their biggest disadvantages are un-
clear or missing regulations (Shrestha 
et. al., 2021). Furthermore, as M. Siri-
nathsingh explains, due to the general 
shortage of housing, landlords in the 
private sector have no incentives to 
provide decent tenancies and high-
quality housing to low-income families 
that receive benefits (personal com-
munication, March 29, 2023). As M. 
Sirinathsingh also mentions, for low-
income families that want to move into 
social housing in the long run, staying 
in the formal system is the only option 
(personal communication, March 29, 
2023). As soon as they move from 
temporary housing to a private tenan-
cy, they could lose their claim to a pla-
cement in social housing if it becomes 
available (M. Sirinathsingh, personal 
communication, March 29, 2023)
In addition, A. Firth points out, that 
there is not really an alternative apart 
from the formal allocation system for 

low-income families as most of the in-
formal practices address only specific 
groups which do not include families 
(personal communication, March 29, 
2023). According to Bosetti et al., the 
only exception would be the initiative 
Capital Letters, as they aim to support 
low-income families to find long-term 
tenancies in the private rent sector 
(2022). Furthermore, the good prac-
tice of co-ordination and co-operation 
between boroughs done by Capital 
Letters could in the long run reduce 
displacement and minimise housing 
costs (Bosetti et al., 2022). Moreover, 
a co-ordinated communication and 
generalised standards could also en-
sure a higher quality of the provided 
housing (Bosetti et al., 2022). 
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Strength Weakness

The private rent marked and initiatives operating on 
a local scale provide an alternative for finding local 

solutions 

Informal initiatives provide users with a choice between 
different housing options

Co-ordination like it is done in initiatives like Capital 
Letters and the different housing co-operatives reduces 

displacement and potetially housing costs

Co-ordination can ensure the upkeep of certain 
standards

Financial incentive and the structure of the private 
market could ensure higher housing standards

Focus on specific user groups (oftentimes low-income 
families are excluded) 

There is no housing duty from the operator‘s side (thus, 
reduced accessibility and exclusion of certain groups) 

When a household holds a private tenancy they do not 
have the right for a placement in social housing when it 

becomes available

Landlords in the private rent sector do not have any 
incentives to provide affordable and high-quality 
housing to low-income groups due to the general 

housing shortage 

Limited or no regulations and policies can lead to 
exploitation of users 

Figure 36: Analysis of informal housing practices (Image: by author)
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CONCLUSION  
The analysis of informal practices and 
the systematic comparison of diffe-
rent initiatives shows that the informal 
practices have a great potential to 
provide alternative solutions for tem-
porary housing. However, it also be-
came apparent that most initiatives do 
not address low-income families and 
thus the formal allocation system still 
needs to be considered as an essen-
tial part in the provision of temporary 
housing solutions. 
 
As emphasised in the problem definiti-
on, the formal allocation system is cur-
rently failing to provide sufficient tem-
porary housing in London. The main 
weaknesses of the formal system are 
the lack of local solutions and con-
sequently displacement, inconsistent 
communication and a lack of co-ope-
ration and co-ordination. Therefore, in 
relation to these aspects the formal 
system can learn something from in-
formal practices. Especially, housing 
co-operations and associations that 
work on a non-profit base and in close 
interaction with local communities are 
interesting in that regard. The analysis 
revealed that the main advantages of 
these initiatives are their local know-

ledge and direct interaction with peo-
ple and communities due to operating 
on the smaller scale. Moreover, they 
are oftentimes part of a bigger net-
work of initiatives and operations that 
work in co-operation by co-ordinating 
their actions and exchanging their 
knowledge and resources. 
However, as these initiatives are 
mostly working on a non-profit base or 
with volunteers, they are dependent 
on financial support in order to opera-
te and have a visible impact that could 
also benefit the low-income families. 
Thus, London should implement a 
framework of policies and regulations 
that supports and encourages the 
work of these small-scale initiatives. 
Furthermore, provision of funding and 
resources are important for their suc-
cess. 
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Figure 37: Learning, supporting and benefitting from informal practices (Image: by author) 
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“It is often the case for families with children that they will end up in temporary 
commendation as a way of staying off the street basically.”

- Melanie Sirinathsingh
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DEFINING LOW-INCOME FAMILIES
As introduced in the problem state-
ment, the focus group of this thesis 
are low-income families. A low-inco-
me family is defined by several cha-
racteristics and therefore has special 
claims when it comes to the provision 
of housing. 

As Figure 38 shows, the household’s 
income needs to below a certain per-
centage of the median income to be 
considered low (Department for Work 
and Pensions, 2023).
Furthermore, a household is defined 
as a family or benefit unit when there 
are one or more dependent children 
living with at least one parent (Depart-
ment for Work and Pensions, 2023).  
As Sanders explains, children are 
considered to be dependent when 
they are below a certain age or in full-
time education (2019). When a house-
hold fulfils all these requirements and 
is considered to be a low-income fami-
ly, it has a priority need when it comes 
to housing provision when threatened 
with homelessness (Shelter, 2023).
Additionally, people with priority need 
also include pregnant women, peo-
ple at the risk of domestic abuse, as 
well as victims of emergencies such 

as floods, fires or other catastrophes 
(Shelter, 2023). 

In order to understand the needs and 
requirements of low-income families 
when it comes to temporary housing 
solutions, first their specific situation 
in London will be analysed. This is 
followed by researching their needs 
and requirements through an analysis 
of policy documents, research reports 
and papers as well as an interview 
conducted with members of the focus 
group. The aim is to have a set of re-
quirements with different priorities for 
both the housing unit and the area as 
the main outcome. 
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pregnant women single parents 

families

Dependent children
Children are considered to be depen-
dent when they are under the age of 
16 and living with at least one parent, 
or when they are aged between 16 and 
18 and are in full-time education (San-

ders, 2019). 

Priority need 
If a household has priority need that 
means, that the responsible local 
authority has the duty to provide hou-
sing in the case of homeless applica-

tion (Shelter, 2023). 

Low-income households
A household is considered to be low-
income, when the income is below 
60% of the median income of all hou-
seholds. The income of a household 
includes both benefits and earnings 
after tax deductions (Department for 
Work and Pensions, 2023). 

LOW-INCOME FAMILIES 

Family or benefit unit 
A household is defined as a family 
or benefit unit when there is a sin-
gle adult or a couple living with any 
dependent children (Department for 

Work and Pensions, 2023).

Figure 38: Definition of low-income families (Image: by author)
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LOW-INCOME FAMILIES IN LONDON 
A complex mix of several factors has 
led to what is nowadays known as the 
‘cost of living crisis’. While the crisis 
is a national phenomenon as A. Firth 
points out, it is most pronounced in the 
English capital (personal communica-
tion, March 22, 2023). 

As Figure 39 shows, in general house-
holds in poverty pay a larger amount 
of their net income for housing costs. 
While in the rest of England this share 
makes up about 36% the number in 
London is significantly higher with 
54%. 
The UK has a financial support sys-
tem installed that makes low-income 
households eligible to claim housing 
benefits to help pay their rent (Govern-
ment Digital Service, 2014). However, 
the housing benefit was capped in 
2013 and reduced in the following ye-
ars (Bosetti et al., 2022). According to 
Bosetti et al. 53.000 households were 
receiving capped housing benefits in 
London in 2021 which makes up 36% 
of all households (2022). Combining 
this benefit cap with constantly increa-
sing rent prices makes living in Lon-
don more and more inconceivable. As 
Bosetti et al. illustrate in the current si-

tuation of the housing market, families 
that receive the housing benefit and 
are thus affected by the cap can only 
afford around 0.1 to 0.8 of the proper-
ties offered in the private rent sector 
in London. 

A. Firth explains that in areas with high 
wealth and limited housing stock the 
problem and consequently the poverty 
rates are even more pronounced, and 
this is supposedly more often the case 
in the Inner London boroughs (perso-
nal communication, March 22, 2023). 
This correlates with what is visualised 
on the adjacent map as it shows the 
poverty rate of households after the 
housing costs are deducted (see Figu-
re 40). It can be seen that the poverty 
rate steadily increases towards the 
inner city. Furthermore, the numbers 
in the North-east are generally higher 
with the borough Tower Hamlets at the 
top of the list. 

Figure 39: Housing costs as 
proportion of net income in 2019/20 
(Image: redrawn from MHCLG, 
London‘s Poverty Profile 2022)
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Figure 40: Poverty rate of households after housing costs - below 60% of median income - for 
middle super output area (Data source: Office for National Statistics, 2017)

Poverty rate of households 
after housing costs
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While the cost of living crisis is impac-
ting all household types, families with 
dependent children and especially 
single parents are overly affected. 
This can be seen in the accompany-
ing diagram which shows households   
in poverty in London versus the rest 
of England by family type. In London 
around 50 percent of families consis-
ting of single parents with children are 
living in poverty while couples with 
children are affected around 28 per-
cent of the time (see Figure 41). 
As families with one or more children 
need more living space and good ac-
cess to certain facilities like schools 
and work it is more difficult for them to 
find suitable homes in London‘s com-
petitive housing market (Bosetti et al., 
2022). 

In a research report for the London 
Assembly, Leeser estimated that ove-
rall 29 percent of children in London 
are counted as living in persistent 
poverty (2022). The following map in-
dicates in which areas these children 
are located. Included are all children 
between the age of 0 and 17, meaning 
dependent children, that are living in 
low-income families (see Figure 42). It 

can be noted that coinciding with the 
previously presented poverty rates, 
the percentages are the highest in 
the inner boroughs and especially the 
north-eastern boroughs. Once again, 
the borough Tower Hamlets counts 
the highest numbers. 

Additionally, the Trust for London 
points out that children living in pover-
ty are most common in the group of 
social renters with an estimated num-
ber of roughly 350.000 followed by 
private renters with around 295.000 
(n.d.). With the rising rent prices and 
the shortage of social housing, con-
sequently more families have to move 
into temporary accommodation.

Figure 41: Proportion of households in poverty by family type, 2019 - 2020 (Image: redrawn 
MHCLG, London’s Poverty Profile 2022)
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Figure 42: Percentage of all children aged 0 -17 living in low-income families  (Data source: 
Greater London Authority, 2021)

Percentage of children in 
low-income families
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HOMELESSNESS AND DISPLACEMENT 
The established issues of high poverty 
rates and high rent prices have severe 
consequences for many families as it 
puts them at an increased risk of ho-
melessness. When they are no longer 
able to sustain a tenancy on their own 
the become dependent on their local 
authority to provide them housing. M. 
Sirinathsingh remarks, in these cases 
the families should be moved into so-
cial housing (personal communicati-
on, March 29, 2023). Due to the shor-
tage of social housing stock however, 
this is most often not possible. 
Statistics show that there are currently 
around 300.000 households in Grea-
ter London on waiting lists for social 
housing (GLA, 2023). Consequently, 
most of these households are moving 
into temporary accommodation as an 
alternative solution. 

Bosetti et al. point out that while the 
chance of becoming homeless is not 
significantly higher in London com-
pared to other parts of England, the 
percentage of households living in 
temporary accommodation is much 
higher than in the rest of the country 
(2022). As Figure 43 shows, 62% of 
the national total of households living 

in temporary accommodation are lo-
cated in London. 
As M. Sirinathsingh describes families 
as a household type have a specific 
set of needs that make it even more 
difficult to find them suitable and affor-
dable housing in the private rent sec-
tor (personal communication, March 
29, 2023). However, as these families 
have dependent children as house-
hold members, they are defined as 
households of ‘priority need’ (Bosetti 
et al., 2022).  Thus, the councils have 
a housing duty towards them which in 
most cases ends with a placement in 
temporary accommodation (A. Firth, 
personal communication, March 22, 
2023). 

The accompanying map shows the 
number of households including chil-
dren that are currently living in tempo-

Figure 43: Households living in temporary accommodation, percentage of national total, by region 
- Q4 2021 (Image: redrawn from Bosetti, N. et al., 2022)
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Figure 44: Households including children (families) living in TA per 1000 households (Data 
source: Trust for London, 2022)

Families living in TA per 
1000 households
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rary accommodation per 1000 house-
holds (see Figure 44). Similar to the 
previous observations regarding the 
poverty rate and children in low-inco-
me households, the numbers are visi-
bly higher in the inner-city boroughs. 
As the number show, the borough of 
Newham counts the highest figure of 
families in temporary accommodation 
with over 30 per 1000 households. 
They are followed by Haringey with 
the second highest rate and some 
boroughs in north-east London on the 
third position.  In outer boroughs the 
average lays by 10 - 15 families per 
1000 households. 
Furthermore, it should be noted that 
for some boroughs there is no data 
available. Based on the previous ana-
lysis and a row of independent reports 
however, it can be assumed that To-
wer Hamlets, Hackney, and Lambeth 
will also record high numbers of fami-
lies in temporary accommodation. 

As Bosetti et al. noted, the lack of 
supply for both social housing and 
temporary housing also often result 
in out-of-borough placements (2022). 
M. Sirinathsingh explains how they 
could happen between boroughs be-

cause housing units in neighbouring 
boroughs might be more affordable 
(personal communication, March 29, 
2023). Next to an out-of-borough pla-
cement, it can also occur that a hou-
sehold is placed outside of the Grea-
ter London area. The accompanying 
map shows where placements outside 
of London have been made between 
September 2020 and 2021 (see Figu-
re 45). Most placements are made to 
adjacent local authorities, but some 
placements are also several hundreds 
of kilometres away. Bosetti et al. also 
note that the available data regarding 
out-of-borough and out-of-area place-
ments is “complex and poor”, thus it is 
difficult to estimate how many house-
holds are actually affected (2022).   
However, these placements or more 
displacements can have severe con-
sequences for the people’s lives as 
they oftentimes get separated from 
their local community and services 
as well as family and friends and they 
have to adjust to a new environment 
while being in an uncertain situation.
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Figure 45: Placements outside of London boroughs made between September 2020 and 2021 
(Image: redrawn from Bosetti, N. et al., 2022)

TA Placement outside of 
London boroughs
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DETECTING NEEDS AND REQUIREMENTS 
As the situation of low-income families 
in temporary accommodation in Lon-
don is particularly severe, in order to 
improve their situation and understand 
how they can benefit from alternative 
temporary housing solutions, their 
needs and requirements regarding 
these solutions need to be defined. 
Therefore, the first step will consist of 
a short recaption of the guiding con-
cepts for defining the needs and requi-
rements. These concepts are livability, 
the meaning of ‘home’, as well as so-
cial safety. This is followed by a litera-
ture review based on several research 
reports, as well as the evaluation of 
the three of interviews conducted with 
both, experts, and members of the fo-
cus group. 

As previously mentioned, there are 
three guiding concepts for understan-
ding the needs and requirements of 
low-income families when it comes to 
temporary housing solutions. 
The first concept ‘livability’ focuses 
on covering both the basic needs like 
security, a safe shelter and access to 
food, as well as how the conditions of 
the surrounding environment influen-
ce the physical and mental well-being 

(Ruth & Franklin, 2014). Thus, livabili-
ty refers to both a safe and appropria-
te housing unit as well as certain con-
ditions of the surroundings including 
the physical environment, services, 
ecosystems, and infrastructure (Ruth 
& Franklin, 2014). 
The second concept is concerned 
with the term ‘home’. According to 
Overtoom et al. ‘home’ refers to a 
place with a meaningful and emo-
tional connection (2018). This con-
nection is built through appropriation 
and personalisation of the domestic 
space (Overtoom et al., 2018). Thus, 
the building layout and the flexibility 
of residential space and well as the 
possibility of appropriation of residen-
tial space are important for feeling at 
‘home’ (Overtoom et al., 2022). 
The third and last concept focuses on 
‘social safety’. This means the physi-
cal well-being and perceived safety 
that people experience in public space 
(Kiełek, 2022). As Carro et al. explain, 
this includes parts of the urban en-
vironment like parks, sidewalks, and 
public squares (2010). Furthermore, 
characteristics like the size and de-
sign of buildings, the degree of density 
and the general structure of the urban 
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space have an impact on the percep-
tion of safety on the bigger scale while 
characteristics like the layout of the 
street profile, the lighting of the street 
and the design of the ground floor fa-
cade have an impact on the small sca-
le (Carro et al., 2010; Gehl, 2011). 

In order to analyse both the related 
literature and the conducted inter-
views regarding the needs and requi-
rements, a pair of questions are used 
as a guide. 
The first question refers to the require-
ments housing units.

What are the requirements for hou-
sing units to make them liveable and 
feel like ‘home’ for a low-income fami-
ly, considering their temporary use?

The second question focuses on the 
building requirements in relation to the 
building typology, the general structu-
re, and the transition zone between 
the inside and outside.  

What are the requirements for buil-
dings to ensure that they can provide 
liveable and safe temporary housing 
for a low-income family?

The third and last question refers to 
the surrounding area of the temporary 
accommodation. 

What are the requirements for an area 
to provide a safe and liveable environ-
ment for the temporary home of a low-
income family?
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In the literature review several scienti-
fic papers and research reports were 
analysed to detect the needs and re-
quirements of low-income families for 
temporary housing solutions on diffe-
rent scales. 

One of the most important aspects 
that was mentioned several times 
is the size of the housing unit. Firth 
explains how the units are often too 
small and overcrowded as families 
with three or more members share a 
one-room apartment in many cases 
(2022). The definition of ‘overcrow-
ding’ differs between the UN and the 
UK, and Firth emphasises that the UK 
standards are outdated (2022). Ap-
parently, the UN definition states that 
units, where more than two household 
members live in one room, are consi-
dered ‘overcrowded’ (Firth, 2022). It is 
also pointed out that children need a 
certain amount of physical space at 
home to have a sufficient study and 
play environment (Coley et al., 2012). 
An aspect that was particularly im-
portant during the Covid-19 pandemic 
(Firth, 2022). Therefore, sufficient unit 
sizes with enough rooms should be 
provided.

In addition, Bosetti et al. recommend 
that the provided housing units, espe-
cially when they are located in the pri-
vate rent sector, should either come 
furnished or that the local authority 
should include a furniture pack (2022). 
This is due to the additional cost of fur-
nishing a housing unit as well as the 
time aspect and urgency the comes 
with moving into temporary accommo-
dation (Bosetti et al., 2022). 
Coley et al. emphasise the importance 
of proper insulation, working heating 
facilities, and ventilation, as well as 
enough daylight to create liveable and 
healthy environments (2012).  These 
aspects are also mentioned by Firth in 
relation to preventing dampness and 
mold in the housing units (2022). 
Furthermore Bosetti et al. point out 
the importance of functioning private 
bathroom and kitchen facilities for fa-
milies, as they ensure a safe and hy-
gienic environment (2022). Thus, it is 
recommended that a family lives in a 
self-contained unit that includes a pri-
vate bathroom and kitchen or kitche-
nette (Firth, 2022). 

For the placement of the families, Bo-
setti et al. underline that it is prefera-
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ble to keep them as close as possible 
to their previous home (2022). Espe-
cially, children should, if possible, stay 
in their familiar environment including 
facilities like nurseries, schools, and 
GPs (Bosetti et al., 2022). In addition, 
the access to facilities for treating 
physical and mental health issues, 
like GPs, community networks and 
services, are emphasised (Croft et 
al., 2020).  Furthermore, placements 
where the adult can keep their current 
job are preferable as this increases 
stability and the chance to leave the 
temporary housing situation earlier 
(Bosetti et al., 2022). 
In the case that a placement is out-of-
borough or out-of-area, Bosetti et al. 
explain that for the commute a foot or 
bus connection should be considered 
over an underground or train connec-
tion (2022). This is due to the fact that 
the price for a bus fare is lower than 
the underground or train (Bosetti et 
al., 2022). 

Figure 46: Title image of the report “I want us to live like humans again” (Photo: by Ratcliffe C./
Getty Images, n.d.)

Figure 47: Title image of the report “Temporary Accommodation: London’s hidden homelessness 
crisis” (Photo: Allan, B., n.d.)
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In order to detect the needs and re-
quirements of low-income families, 
the three interviews conducted with 
housing experts and members of the 
focus group will be analysed based on 
the three previously introduced gui-
ding questions.  

An aspect that was mentioned by all 
interviewees was the size of the hou-
sing units. While the members of the 
focus group explain how the small 
units impacted their comfort and stress 
levels, the housing expert points out 
that these units should be declared 
overcrowded. However, A. Firth ex-
plains that the definition of overcrow-
ding that is used in England is dating 
back to 1935 and is not adjusted to 
the modern standards (personal com-
munication, March 22, 2023). Thus, 
temporary housing placements in the 
small units are legal according to the 
English law.
Furthermore, one member of the 
HHAG reports that in their experience 
maisonette apartments do not provide 
a safe environment for small children 
or people with physical limitations 
(HHAG, personal communication, 
April 6, 2023). Thus, the layout of the 

units should be considered for the se-
lection as temporary housing options 
for families. M. Sirinathsingh empha-
sises how housing units with private 
bathrooms and kitchens should be 
prioritsed for families as this ensu-
res a safe environment for children 
(personal communication, March 29, 
2023). Several members of the focus 
group have remarked that aspect as 
well (HHAG, personal communication, 
April 6, 2023).
In addition, members of the focus 
group emphasise the importance of 
decent windows for enough daylight 
and ventilation (HHAG, personal com-
munication, April 6, 2023). In that con-
text the housing expert explains the 
need for proper ventilation, as well 
as insulation and heating facilities in 
order to prevent cold, dampness and 
mold, as this is apparently a reoccur-
ring issue in many temporary housing 
units that are currently provided in 
London (A. Firth, personal communi-
cation, March 22, 2023). 
Moreover, another member of the 
HHAG explains that the provided ac-
commodation would feel more com-
fortable and like a home if they were 
allowed to decorate and appropriate 
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the space (personal communication, 
April 6, 2023). In addition, it was men-
tioned that a garden, balcony or ac-
companying outdoor space would be 
preferable, as it would provide space 
for growing vegetables to save mo-
ney on groceries as well as provide a 
safe space for social interaction and 
physical activity of children outside 
(HHAG, personal communication, Ap-
ril 6, 2023). 
Furthermore, both A. Firth M. and Si-
rinathsingh explain the importance of 
access to WIFI. Especially during the 
Covid-19 pandemic access to WIFI 
was important for children’s education 
(A. Firth, personal communication, 
March 22, 2023)

When it comes to the building requi-
rements, A. Firth explains that it is 
important that the buildings have a 
clear and visible entrance that can 
easily be found in a case of emergen-
cy (personal communication, March 
22, 2023). Furthermore, temporary 
housing should be located in areas 
with a land-use that allows safe and 
healthy environments (A. Firth, perso-
nal communication, March 22, 2023). 
This would include safe sidewalks, a 

limited noise and air pollution, as well 
as important facilities and services 
like schools, GPs, and supermarkets 
in close distance (A. Firth, personal 
communication, March 22, 2023). 
In terms of the area and placement, 
the HHAG members also emphasised 
that it would be preferable to stay in 
close distance to their previous home 
(personal communication, April 6, 
2023). This way they would still be 
surrounded by their known support 
system, children could continue to 
attend their nurseries and schools, 
and adults are more likely to keep 
their work and would not have to add 
additional commuting time and cost 
(HHAG, personal communication, Ap-
ril 6, 2023).
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CONCLUSION
Reflecting on the results, it becomes 
apparent that the situation of low-in-
come families in London is particular-
ly severe and that they are in urgent 
need of temporary housing solutions. 

The analysis of their needs and re-
quirements revealed that especially in 
regards of the housing units and buil-
dings the current temporary housing is 
lacking. The size of the units and the 
general condition were pointed out as 
particularly important. Moreover, the 
need for proper installations and facili-
ties was emphasised. 
On the street scale the aspect of sa-
fety was considered crucial especial-
ly when considering the inhabitants 
being families with children. In additi-
on, nearby green spaces and gardens 
for recreation and gardening were 
mentioned as a preferable element.
In relation to the areas of temporary 
housing placements, accessibility was 
pointed out as a crucial aspect. This 
includes the accessibility to facilities 
and services, accessibility to public 
transport, as well as the connection 
to family and friends as the support 
system. Furthermore, the visibility and 
accessibility of the buildings in areas 

with different land-use types was poin-
ted out. Moreover, the degrees of noi-
se and air pollution were mentioned as 
parameters for healthy environments. 

In order to assess the importance of 
the different requirements for creating 
suitable temporary housing solutions, 
the collected requirements where set 
in relation with the three previously 
defined concepts of livability, social 
safety and meaning at home. 
Most of the requirements contribute 
significantly to the improvement of the 
livability and on the bigger scale also 
to social safety. Appropriation is the 
requirement that contributes the most 
to feeling at home. However, this is 
more difficult to realise due to the tem-
porariness of the housing situation. 

Lastly, it was evaluated to what degree 
the different requirements are already 
fulfilled in the current temporary hou-
sing that is provided. As there are no 
generalised standards in place, this 
aspect ranges substantially for each 
individual case.



93

Figure 49: Mother and daughter in a small temporary housing unit (Photo: by Firth A./ Human 
Rights Watch, 2022) 

Figure 50: Temporary accommodation block in Wandsworth, London (Photo: by Firth A./ Human 
Rights Watch, 2022) 
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London has considerable latent demand for affordable space, as well as plenty of 
empty and underused space currently, and will likely have more in the future.

Bosetti et al. in Meanwhile, in London: Making use of London’s empty spaces
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VACANCY IN LONDON 
Previously, it was established that the-
re is a high number and a variety of 
vacancies in London (see Figure 52 
- 59). Reasons for that include increa-
sed privatisation, the financialisation 
of housing, as well as the consequen-
ces of the sharing economy (United 
Nations, 2017; Hamnett, 2001). Furt-
hermore, as De Bono points out the 
Covid 19 pandemic has increased 
the vacancy of especially offices and 
commercial units additionally (2022). 
While a certain number of vacancies 
is to be expected and normal in a city 
as big as London due to continuous 
changes, as Bosetti & Colthorpe men-
tion, some properties remain empty 
for a longer period (2018). A property 
is defined as long-term vacant, when it 
has been empty for at least 6 months 
(Dunning & Moore, 2020). 
The adjacent map shows the number 
of vacancies in London per borough. 
In general, it can be noted that the 
numbers are higher in the inner-ci-
ty boroughs although boroughs like 
Brent, Croydon and Bromley form an 
exception from that observation (see 
Figure 51). 

The thesis aims to utilise vacancies 

in the private sector for temporary 
housing. As data about privately ow-
ned empty vacant homes or second 
homes is rare and as it is difficult to 
identify specific areas with high num-
bers of empty homes, for the thesis 
the focus will be put on empty offices 
and commercial units. 
As data of their specific locations in the 
city are often outdated or unavailable, 
the analysis of London’s vacancies is 
following an approach that consists of 
a process of elimination and reasoned 
assumptions based on general indica-
tors for vacancies defined in literature. 
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Figure 51: Number of vacancies per borough (Data source: Department for Levelling Up, Housing 
and Communities & Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, 2023)

Number of vacancies per 
borough
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Figure 52 - 59: Vacant buildings in London - Impressions from the fieldtrip (Photos: by author)
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DETECTING VACANCY
As previously mentioned, in order to 
detect and locate vacancies in Lon-
don, the analysis follows the approach 
of indentifying characteristics that in-
dicate areas with high numbers of 
vacancies. Thus, the guiding question 
for identifying these vacancies in Lon-
don is: 

What are characteristics of areas with 
high numbers of vacancies? 

Likely locations of vacant buildings 
and properties can be detected based 
on a number of factors defined in li-
terature and research. Indicators like 
the land-use typology, the proximity 
to town centres, the building age, if 
an area is on the rise or decline, and 
whether an area is located in Inner or 
Outer London can give inside about 
how many vacancies are likely to be 
found in that area. 

In Figure 60 the identified indicators 
are visualied in a condense way. Each 
indicator is presented as a range bar 
that shows the likeliness in relation to 
the scope of different characteristics 
that are defined under the indicator. 
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Figure 60: Indicators for the likeliness of vacancy (Image: by author)



102

As Bosetti & Colthorpe explain, the 
most common vacancies include of-
fices, retail and other commercial 
units (2018). These typologies are 
often located in areas with an indus-
trial or commercial land-use as well 
as town centres with a mixed use. But 
as Bosetti & Cothorpe also point out, 
it is more likely to find empty units out-
side of the town centre areas (2018). 
According to their estimation 2/3 of 
empty offices or commercial units 
are located outside of a 500m radius 
of town centres (Bosetti & Colthorpe, 
2018).
Furthermore, around 2.8 million sqm 
of commercial floorspace in Greater 
London has been empty for over two 
years (Bosetti & Colthorpe, 2018).
They estimated, that this makes up 
almost 45% of all vacant commercial 
units (2018).

In Figure 62 it can be seen that the 
density and size of town centres is hig-
her towards the inner city. Meanwhile 
bigger clusters of commercial and in-
dustrial areas are located in the outer 
boroughs and along the Thames. 
Areas of interest are located on the 
edge between Inner and Outer Lon-

don or Outer London. They are areas 
where bigger clusters of commerici-
al and industrial land-use are in clo-
se proximity to town centres as high 
number of vacancies can be assumed 
there. 

Furthermore, it can be assumed that 
offices or commercial units built in the 
second half of the previous century 
are nowadays oftentimes outdated 
and in need renovation (Jezard, A., 
2017). Thus, they are more likely to be 
empty. Based on the adjacent map, it 
can be assumed that many of these 
outdated buildings can be found in the 
north-east of the city (see Figure 61). 

LOCATING VACANCY

Figure 61: Period home built (median) per LSOA (Data source: Valuation Office Agency, 2015)  

Building age
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Figure 62: Commercial and industrial landuse in relation to town centres revealing areas of 
interest (Data source: Geofabrik, 2018 & Greater London Authority, 2016)

Land-use in relation to 
town centres 
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Next to the type of land-use, the buil-
ding age, and the location of an area 
in relation to the inner city and town 
centres, the expected changes can 
also be an indicator for the number 
of vacancies to be found. Thus, the 
following maps are focused on area 
predictions in Greater London. 

On the one hand, areas that are cur-
rently in the process of re-urbanisation 
and gentrification are expecting lots of 
site development. As Bosetti & Colt-
horpe explain, many of these proper-
ties in re-development are often sitting 
empty for several months or years 
as they wait for planning permission 
(2018). 
Therefore, the adjacent map shows 
areas marked by the city as future 
development sites, including sites 
allocated for development and sites 
where development is already appro-
ved (see Figure 63). It can be noted, 
that most development is happening 
in the inner boroughs with some ex-
ceptions in Wembley, Stratford and 
Croydon. Furthermore, most of the 
approved development sites are in 
close proximity to town centres. 

Figure 63: Future developement sites near town centres (Data source: Greater London Authority, 
2017 & Greater London Authority, 2018)

On the other hand, the prediction that 
an area is declining can be an indi-
cator for a high number of vacancies 
(Bourne, 2019). Businesses are mo-
ving to other locations, maintenance 
and activity in public spaces is decli-
ning and town centres are becoming 
less attractive. 
As the adjacent map shows, within 
London most declining areas can be 
found in the outer boroughs. While in 
the south, larger continuous areas of 
decline are predominant, in the north 
clusters of smaller scattered areas of 
decline are more common (see Figure 
64). 

Development sites in relation 
to town centres
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Figure 64: Types of declining areas in relation to town centres (Data source: Greater London 
Authority, 2016 & Urban Displacement Project, 2021)

Declining areas in relation 
to town centres
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TYPES OF VACANCY
When all the indicators for areas whe-
re vacancies are likely to be found are 
observed together, two types of areas 
become apparent (see Figure 65). 
The first area type is characterised by 
dense and high-priced building typo-
logies, mostly constructed in the late 
90s and early 2000s. It is located in 
the inner-city boroughs and close 
or within town centres. The vacancy 
mostly consists of offices and com-
mercial buildings that are empty due 
to continuous changes of occupants. 
Thus, the vacancy is often short-term. 
In addition, vacancy can be found in 
properties that are about to be rede-
veloped. 
The second area type is characterised 
by the decline and type of land-use, 
which is mostly commercial or indus-
trial. It is found in the Outer London 
boroughs and outside of town centre 
areas. The vacant buildings are pro-
bably intended for industrial or com-
mercial use and date back to the 50s 
to 80s. They have most likely been 
empty for longer time periods due to 
the areas decline. A prime example 
for this type of vacancy in the borough 
of Croydon which will be analysed in 
more detail in the following process. 

Figure 65: Conclusion map - Types of vacancy (Data 
source: Geofabrik, 2018; Greater London Authority, 
2016 & Urban Displacement Project, 2021)
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The previously established indicators 
for vacancies were applied to the bo-
rough of Croydon as an example to 
show how likely areas of vacancy are 
identified on the borough scale. 
Croydon is situated in the south and 
is part of Outer London. The borough 
is home to around 390.000 inhabi-
tants (Croydon Observatory, 2022). 
Croydon is bordering five neighbou-
ring London boroughs in the north and 
forms part of the border of Greater 
London in the south. Croydon belongs 
to Outer London and has also several 
green spaces. It is partly covered by 
the green belt that surrounds the Lon-
don. The built-up areas in Croydon are 
mostly used for residential purposes 
with a few exceptions of commercial 
and industrial land-use. The borough 
has a big town centre area in a cen-
tral location near the western border 
of the borough. In addition, statistics 
revealed, that Croydon is one of the 
boroughs with the highest vacancy 
rate (Greater London Authority, 2023). 

The accompanying map shows the 
different land-uses, town centre 
areas, declining areas as well as de-
velopment sites (see Figure 66). Most 

areas with an industrial or commercial 
land-use are in the western part of the 
borough. This is also the part where a 
lot of decline can be found. Especially 
near the main town centre many areas 
can be identified. However, this is also 
where most of the development sites 
in the borough are located. In particu-
lar the industrial sites west of the main 
town centre are currently undergoing 
a lot of development. Moreover, the 
previous analysis shows that most of 
parts of the borough were built bet-
ween the 1920s and 1970s.

Based on this analysis it can be assu-
med that there are a high number of 
vacancies in the western part of Croy-
don. Thus, especially declining areas 
around the town centre could be inte-
resting in terms of temporary housing 
placements. As the potential vacan-
cies are located in close proximity to 
the main town centre it is likely they 
could provide liveable and safe living 
environments for low-income families 
under the condition that the areas 
also fulfil the criteria for suitability on 
a smaller scale or can be improved 
through spatial interventions.
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Figure 66: Likeliness of vacancy: Croydon (Data source: Geofabrik, 2018; 
Greater London Authority, 2016 & Urban Displacement Project, 2021)
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As the thesis aims to utilise vacancies 
for temporary housing solutions, the 
first part of the spatial analysis was 
focused on identifying types of va-
cancies and their location in London. 
However, it became apparent that the 
available data on vacancy in the city 
is very limited and thus, the approach 
of the analysis consisted of detecting 
indicators and characteristics for loca-
ting areas with a high likeliness of va-
cancies. The indicators where defined 
based on research reports, academic 
literature, and statistics. They include 
the location in the city, the building 
age, the proximity to a town centre, 
the type of land-use, the expected 
area development, and the site de-
velopment. 

The analysis revealed that while va-
cant properties can be found all over 
the city there are certain areas where 
the likeliness is higher. Two distinct 
area types became apparent in the 
process. 
The first type is characterised by 
short-term vacancies in commercial 
buildings and offices due to continu-
ous changes and redevelopment. This 
type is mostly located in the inner city 

CONCLUSION 
in areas which are in the process of 
redevelopment and gentrification. The 
building ages date back to the late 
20th century and the early 21st cen-
tury. 
The second type consists of long-term 
vacancies, which are mostly found in 
Outer London. They are often located 
in areas of decline outside of town 
centres and their building age dates 
back to the second half of the 20th 
century. Based on these observations 
it can be concluded that the second 
type holds more potential to be utilised 
as temporary accommodation as the-
re are probably no other uses planned 
and the rent costs will likely be lower. 

Thus, for the second part of the ana-
lysis and the visualisation of spatial 
design interventions the borough of 
Croydon was chosen as an example 
as the second vacancy type can be 
found there. 



111

Figure 67: A vacant building in the first area type (Photo: by author)

Figure 68: A vacant building in the second area type (Photo: by author)
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London has considerable latent demand for affordable space, as well as plenty of 
empty and underused space currently, and will likely have more in the future.

- Bosetti et al. in Meanwhile, in London: Making use of London’s empty spaces
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DEFINING SUITABILITY 
Vacancies can be found in the form of 
different building typologies and loca-
ted in all kinds of different areas. As 
A. Firth has pointed out, not all these 
buildings and areas are suitable for 
placing a temporary accommoda-
tion there (personal communication, 
March 22, 2023). 
In order to determine which vacancies 
are suitable, a set of characteristics is 
used as a guide. Depending on whet-
her a location fulfils a certain degree 
of this characteristic it is seen as an 
indicator of its suitability. Furthermo-
re, some of these vacancies have 
potential to fulfil the needed degree 
if a small spatial design intervention 
is introduced on the building or in the 
surroundings. The characteristics to 
determine the suitability are selected 
based on the three concepts: livability, 
social safety, and feeling at home. 

Ruth & Franklin define livability as 
consisting of two main components 
(2014). They explain that on the one 
hand livability means that all basic 
needs are covered (Ruth & Frank-
lin, 2014). These basic needs would 
include food, shelter, and security. 
Furthermore, livability is also influen-

ced by the state of the physical sur-
roundings and environment. As Ruth 
& Franklin describe, this would inclu-
de the infrastructure, ecosystems, as 
well as services (2014). Furthermore, 
the factors that influence the livability 
of an area, also determine the mental 
and physical health of its inhabitants.
Thus, in order to assess the suitabi-
lity of a vacant property and its sur-
roundings in terms of its livability the 
above-mentioned characteristics will 
be considered. They include, condi-
tion and amenities of the building, the 
degree of noise and air pollution, the 
accessibility to services and public 
transport, as well as the accessibility 
to recreation spaces. 

According to Kiełek, social safety 
mainly refers to the physical well-being 
of people in public space (2022). The 
public space includes open areas in 
the urban environment like sidewalks, 
public squares, and parks. Several 
physical factors on the small and big 
scale influence the perceived safety 
that people feel in an area (Carro et 
al., 2010). They include the density, 
size and design of the surrounding 
buildings, maintenance of public envi-
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ronment, as well as the general street 
layout on the big scale (Carro et al., 
2010; Gehl, 2011). Furthermore, the 
level of vegetation, the state of the si-
dewalk, as well as the design of the 
adjacent facades influence the percei-
ved safety of an area on the smaller 
scale (Carro et al., 2010; Gehl, 2011).
Therefore, characteristics that will be 
considered in order to determine the 
social safety of an area include the 
density, the type of land-use, as well 
as the degree of activity. Furthermore, 
the sidewalk, adjacent facades, vege-
tation, and the general condition will 
be considered on the street scale. 

The concept of feeling at home mainly 
refers to an emotional connection to 
space through appropriation and per-
sonalisation (Overtoom et al., 2022). 
Furthermore, the possibility to perform 
certain acitivities and a routine contri-
butes to feeling at home (Overtoom et 
al., 2022). As the analysis is focused 
on identifying suitable areas instead 
of specific buildings this concept is 
less relevant. However, a general set 
of standards for the housing units that 
contribute to the concept is defined in 
the requirements.

Figure 69: Area with a low degree of livability and social safety - high street in Harlesden (Photo: 
by author)

Figure 70: Area with a high degree of livability and social safety - pedestrian zone in Canary 
Wharf (Photo: by author)
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A MULTI-SCALAR APPROACH
In the following analysis to determine 
the suitability of the detected areas 
with high numbers of vacancies, a 
multi-scalar approach is used. Thus, 
it is guided by the following question: 

What are the characteristics on diffe-
rent scales that make a vacancy sui-
table for temporary housing? 

As previously mentioned, the different 
indicators for the suitability are based 
on the three concepts of social safety, 
livability and feeling at home. In the 
analysis these indicators will be set 
in relation to four scales as their re-
levance increases and decreases de-
pending on the scale. The four scales 
for the analysis include the area scale, 
the street scale, as well as the building 
and the unit scale. 
As it was pointed out, the concept of 
feeling at home will only play a secon-
dary role as the focus of the analysis 
is on the building and the surroundings 
rather than the housing unit. However, 
the aspect of accessibility will be con-
sidered in particular as is has a sig-
nificant impact for temporary housing 
placements taking out-of-area place-
ments and placements in commercial 

or industrial areas into account. 
As Figure 71 visualises, on the area 
scale the indicators density and land-
use are particularly important. The in-
dicators noise and air pollution can be 
predicted on the area scale but diffe-
rences between the individual streets 
are still possible due to their layout 
and use. Thus, these indicators are 
between the two scales. The same 
goes for the indicators of accessibility 
and activity as they can be predicted 
on the area scale but can still vary 
from street to street. Characteristics 
like the layout of the sidewalk, the sur-
rounding buildings, and their facades, 
as well as the vegetation become re-
levant on the street scale as they im-
pact the livability and perceived safety 
of each case individually. On the unit 
scale, the facade and building ameni-
ties become relevant as they have an 
influence on the livability and feeling 
of home of the housing units.
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Figure 71: Diagram - Relation of indicators and scales (Image: by author)
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AREA CHARACTERISTICS 
In the following diagram, the previous-
ly mentioned characteristics for the 
suitability of areas are presentend in a 
compact way (see Figure 72). 

One important factor to consider is 
the type of land-use. As A. Firth points 
out, certain areas like an industrial 
district are not necessarily suited for 
temporary housing as they potentially 
provide unsafe environments and are 
less accessible (personal communi-
cation, March 22, 2023). In addition, 
Basu et al. explain that from a pede-
strian perspective, residential areas 
are considered to be the most attrac-
tive and safe (2022). Thus, residenti-
al areas are preferable for temporary 
housing placements. While mixed-use 
and commercial areas are conside-
red to be less safe in general, due to 
their varying uses and activities during 
night-time, the perceived safety from a 
pedestrian perspective is higher (Basu 
et al., 2022). Therefore, in order to 
evaluate the suitability of a commer-
cial area, additional factors like the ac-
tivity as well as characteristics on the 
smaller scale need to be considered, 
as the areas can vary significantly in 
terms of their building typologies and 

street layout.

This coincides with the second variab-
le, meaning the density. As previously 
mentioned, urban density is related 
to building typologies, as areas with 
certain typologies like high-rises have 
a higher density than others. Further-
more, it could be assumed that a hig-
her degree of density can potentially 
lead to a higher degree of activity as 
well, due to prediction that more peop-
le are coming together in these areas. 
Although, as Gehl points out, in order 
to predict the degree of activity in an 
area, density cannot be used as the 
only indicator (2011). Additional cha-
racteristics like the “placement of the 
buildings and the orientation of the 
entrances in relation to the pedestri-
an routes and areas for outdoor stays“ 
should be taken into account (Gehl, 
2011, p.83). 

The degree of activity in an area in the 
form of people and more specifically 
pedestrians using the street, is also 
an important factor when it comes to 
social safety. As Jacobs describes the 
constant activity of strangers on side-
walks and streets enforces unconsci-
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Figure 72: Diagram - Relation of indicators and scales (Image: by author)
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ous control and observation (1961). In 
Jacobs’ words: “A well-used city street 
is apt to be a safe street.” (1961, p.34). 
Therefore, the degree of activity is an 
important indicator for social safety. In 
addition, this aspect also contributes 
to the livability of the area. As Ruth & 
Franklin point out, security is a integral 
part of the basic needs (2014). 

Another important factor that indicates 
the livability of an area is the degree of 
pollution for both the air as well as noi-
se. As the National Research Council 
states air pollution has an effect on 
the physical health and thus, nega-
tively impacts livability (2002). In ad-
dition, the World Health Organisation 
states that noise pollution can cause 
short and long-term health issues as 
well (2010). Thus, as A. Firth explains, 
certain areas like industrial districts 
are most likely not suitable for hou-
sing purposes (personal communica-
tion, March 22, 2023). This is due to 
the air pollution produced by factories 
and transport traffic (A. Firth, personal 
communication, March 22, 2023).  
In summary, the presented indicators 
give a good first impression regarding 
the suitability of an area when it co-

mes to the placement of temporary 
housing. However, similar to what 
Gehl and Jacobs have stated, in order 
to determine the suitability of an area 
in relation to social safety and livabili-
ty additional indicators on the smaller 
scale have to be taken into considera-
tion as well (2011, 1961). Therefore, 
a closer analysis of street characteris-
tics is consequently the next step.  
This is especially important as the aim 
is to utilise vacant buildings. As they 
are, how the previous analysis shows, 
oftentimes located in declining areas 
with a commercial or industrial land-
use. Furthermore, additional aspects 
of the surroundings like the acces-
sibility to facilities and services, the 
infrastructure and access to public 
transport, as well as the natural en-
vironment and recreational spaces 
should be considered to evaluate the 
livability (Ruth & Franklin, 2014).
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Figure 73: High degree of activity in a pedestrian zone in Croydon (Photo: by author)

Figure 74: Low degree of activity in an industrial area in Harlesden (Photo: by author)
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Figure 75: Density - residents per hectar in SMOA (Data source: Greater London Authority, 2018)

Density - residents per hectar

Figure 76: Activity in the city (Data source: Geofabrik, 2018 & Greater London Authority, 2016)
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Figure 78: Air pollution in the city (Data source: Greater London Authority and TFL Air Quality, 
2023)

Figure 77: Types of land-use (Data source: Geofabrik, 2018 & Planning Constraints Map, 2019)

NO2  (µ g/m3)
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In the following, the previously introdu-
ced area characteristics were applied 
to the borough of Croydon in order to 
determine which of the areas with a 
high likeliness of vacancy are suita-
ble for temporary housing placements 
(see Figure 79). 

After the application two main area ty-
pes can be identified. 
The first type is located in the north-
east of the borough. It is characterised 
by medium or high density, and it is 
in close proximity to town centres and 
in particular the main town centre of 
the borough. In addition, a mix of diffe-
rent land-uses, mainly residential and 
commercial, can be found. However, 
areas with industrial land-uses are si-
tuated in close distance. Due to these 
conditions a high degree of activity 
can be assumed in this area type. As 
the identified locations are characteri-
sed by a dense road network and as 
some of them are neighbouring indus-
trial areas, it can be assumed that the 
degree of noise and air pollution ran-
ges between medium and high. 
The second area type can be found 
in the south of the borough. In con-
trast to the first type, it is defined by 

low density and situated further away 
from town centres. It mostly consists 
of residential neighbourhoods with a 
few exceptions of industrial land-use.  
Thus, it can also be expected that the 
degree of activity is lower. However, 
due to the industrial land-use and the 
main roads passing through the area, 
in some locations the degree of pol-
lution might still be between medium 
and high. 

Based on this analysis it can be said 
that the first type would be more suita-
ble for temporary housing placements 
as there is more activity and a closer 
distance to town centres. However, 
the second type also holds potential 
as there is already a high degree of 
residential land-use.

• Medium or high density 
• Close distance to main 

town centre
• Mix of residential, com-

mercial and industrial 
land-use 

• High degree of activity 
• Pollution due to road 

network and industrial 
land-use

• Low density 
• Far distance  to main 

town centre
• Mix of mostly residen-

tial and little industrial 
land-use 

• Low degree of activity 
• Pollution due to road 

network and industrial 
land-use
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Figure 79: Suitbility of areas in Croydon (Data source: Geofabrik, 2018; 
Greater London Authority, 2018 & Greater London Authority, 2016)
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ACCESSIBILITY 
Next to the general area characteris-
tics, accessibility plays an important 
role to determine how suitable a loca-
tion is for the placement of temporary 
housing. 

In short, accessibility can be defined 
as an indicator that is concerned with 
the question of how people reach dif-
ferent facilities and services in urban 
and rural settings (Pereira & Hers-
zenhut, 2023). Neutens et al. point 
out that the physical distanceis not 
the only component when it comes to 
measuring accessibility (2012). They 
explain that the factor of time should 
be considered (Neutens et al., 2012). 
Thus, in short, accessibility describes 
a space-time variable that indicates 
with how much ease, in what way and 
in what time people can reach different 
services, facilities and places in a spa-
tial setting. Against the background of 
livability, Ruth & Franklin also emp-
hasise the importance of accessibility 
(2014). Especially the access to in-
frastructure and certain facilities that 
are important for people`s daily life 
can have an impact on the livability 
of an area. Therefore, in order to de-
termine the suitability of an area the 

accessibility to services and facilities, 
to public transport and infrastructure, 
as well as the accessibility to recrea-
tional spaces will be considered. 

As the focus of the thesis is put on 
temporary housing solutions for low-
income families, the accessibility to 
services and facilities like schools, 
nurseries, medical facilities, and work-
places is particularly important. 
M. Sirinathsingh explains, that for wor-
king adults in low-income families, the 
location of their temporary accommo-
dation can impact whether or not they 
are capable of staying in their job and 
being able to take care of their children 
at the same time (personal communi-
cation, March 29, 2023). A member of 
the HHAG illustrates that, in the situa-
tion of uncertainty while living in tem-
porary housing, close access to social 
support systems can have a positive 
effect on the metal health of the inha-
bitants (personal communication, April 
6, 2023). In addition, A. Firth emphasi-
ses, that in areas with industrial land-
uses, families could feel disconnected 
as they do not have good access to fa-
cilities like schools and supermarkets 
(personal communication, March 22, 
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2023). Thus, placements with good 
access to the previous neighbourhood 
and community are preferable. 

This coincides with the next point, 
meaning infrastructure and public 
transport. As Pereira & Herszenhut 
explain, accessibility in relation to in-
frastructure includes “the spatial co-
verage and connectivity of the public 
transport and street networks”, thus 
transport modes like train, tram, and 
bus, as well as cycling and walking 
need to be considered (2023). 
Due to the limited supply of suitable 
housing options, out-of-area and out-
of-borough placements cannot always 
be avoided. Thus, it is especially im-
portant to ensure that the impact of 
displacement is kept as low as possi-
ble. As Bosetti et al. explain, when a 
local authority places a family out-of-
area, they should try to keep the tra-
vel time as short as possible (2022). 
Furthermore, the travel time should 
be calculated based on transport mo-
des like walking or bus instead of the 
underground or cars, as these modes 
are less expensive which is particular-
ly important for households with low 
incomes (Bosetti at al., 2022).  

Figure 80: Bus stop in Tower Hamlets (Photo: by author)

Figure 81: A group of school  children in Harlesden (Photo: by author)
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A third and last aspect to be conside-
red, is the accessibility to recreational 
and green spaces. As Lee emphasi-
ses, the access to recreational spaces 
and green environment can have a 
positive impact on a person’s mental 
health (2020). Thus, the recreational 
spaces need to be freely accessible 
and have a certain quality (Lee, 2020). 
According to Han et al. recreational 
spaces like neighbourhood parks, 
sports grounds and more, encoura-
ge physical activity and a community 
feeling (2013). Consequently, these 
spaces are contributing to a higher de-
gree of livability as they have a positive 
impact on mental and physical health 
and support community building. 
Regarding the aspect of green spaces 
in relation to temporary housing solu-
tions, one member of the HHAG ex-
plained that they would appreciate a 
safe outdoor space for the physical 
activity of children and gardening (per-
sonal communication, April 6, 2023).
This could contribute to community 
building and social interaction. In ad-
dition, by growing their own produce, 
the low-income families could safe 
grocery costs (HHAG, personal com-
munication, April 6, 2023). 

When analysing the aspect of acces-
sibility in the detected suitable areas 
with a high likeliness of vacancy in 
Croydon, it can be said that distinct 
differences become visible (see Fi-
gure 82). Two of the three areas offer 
good access to facilities and services 
due to their close proximity to town 
centres and educational institutions 
in a close radius. In addition. Mean-
while, a high number of bus stops and 
close-by public transport stops ensure 
high public transport accessibility. The 
only aspect where is the access to re-
creational green spaces. In contrast, 
the third area is not as suitable, as it is 
lacking good accessibility to services 
and facilities as well as recreational 
green spaces (see Figure 82). Howe-
ver, it is still well connected to the pu-
blic transport network through several 
bus stops. 

• Facilities and services in 
town centre 

• Good public transport 
connection in area 

• Green spaces in the 
area

• Facilities and services in 
near town centre 

• Good public transport 
connection near area 

• No green spaces in the 
area

• No facilities and ser-
vices in the area

• Public transport connec-
tion through bus

• No green spaces in the 
area
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Figure 82: Accessibility in Croydon (Data source: Geofabrik, 2018; 
Greater London Authority, 2016 & Planning Constraints Map, 2019)
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STREET CHARACTERISTICS
As it was established by Jacobs and 
Gehl in a previous chapter, in order to 
evaluate the social safety and livabili-
ty of an area and in particular a street 
and number of small-scale spatial 
elements need to be taken into consi-
deration (2011, 1961). Therefore, this 
last step focuses on the street level 
perspective. The different characte-
ristics that will be considered are the 
sidewalks, the vegetation, the facades 
of the adjacent buildings, and finally 
the general condition and upkeep of 
the surroundings. 

The first characteristic, sidewalk, is 
concerned with the layout of the street 
and sidewalk, as well as the pede-
strian and traffic flow. Jacobs argues 
that a clear separation between what 
is public and private space in a city 
street has a positive impact on safe-
ty (1961). According to them, a public 
space or street with clear and visible 
limitations of what is public and what 
is private, is easier to be observed and 
thus kept safe (Jacobs, 1961).  
Furthermore, Bosselmann explains, 
how well-managed traffic and clear in-
dicators for different transport modes 
increase the safety of pedestrians and 

consequently make the street more 
walkable (2008). According to them, 
walkability, and the safe use of the 
street, has a positive influence on the 
livability of the street (Bosselmann, 
2008). 

Secondly, the degree and type of vege-
tation is considered as a characteristic 
to determine the livability and safety of 
a street. As Lee has explained, green 
environments have a positive impact 
of mental health and thus, contribute 
to livability (2020). Furthermore, as 
Moudon illustrates, certain types of 
trees and vegetation can improve the 
air quality on a street level and thus 
contribute to creating healthier and 
more liveable environments (1987). 
In addition, Harvey et al. explain, how 
tree lines in synergy with buildings can 
improve the perceived safety as they 
contribute to creating more enclosed 
street spaces (2015). 

The third characteristic is concerned 
with the facade of the adjacent buil-
dings that are facing the street. 
As previously mentioned, depending 
on their design and openness, they 
can contribute to what Jacob calls 
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“eyes upon the street” (1961, p. 35). 
Furthermore, Gehl et al. emphasise 
how having the entrances and the 
front of buildings facing the street sca-
pe has a positive impact on the expe-
rience of pedestrians when they walk 
along the street (2006). They explain 
how a more variable and irregular de-
sign of the facades evokes more ac-
tivity in the street and thus increases 
the perceived public safety (Gehl et 
al., 2006). Especially important is the 
design of the ground floor facade as 
it is on eye level of the pedestrians 
(Gehl et al., 2006). 
Moreover, varying activities like shops 
and restaurants can have an addi-
tional positive impact on the livability 
and perceived public safety (Basu et 
al., 2022). 

Lastly, the general condition and up-
keep of a street or an area can impact 
the perceived safety and livability. 
As Carro et al. illustrate, aspects like 
vandalism in the form of graffiti or litte-
ring, as well as deterioration of street 
furniture and surrounding buildings 
can have a negative impact of the per-
ceived safety that users feel in an area 
(2008).  

Jacobs makes a similar observation. 
However, they also detect, how having 
ground floor activities like restaurants 
and shops can have the opposite ef-
fect as storekeepers keep the streets 
and areas in good condition to attract 
customers (Jacobs, 1961). Thus, an 
active plinth has a positive impact 
on social safety and the upkeep of a 
street or area. 

Summing up, it can be said that the 
suitability for temporary housing can 
vary significantly from street to street. 
However, due to the small scale of the 
mentioned characteristics, it is also 
possible to improve the livability and 
safety and consequently the suitability 
of a street significantly by implemen-
ting minor spatial design interventions.  
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Figure 83 - 102: Street characteristics - impressions from the fieldtrip (Photos: by author)
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CONCLUSION
After identifying areas with a high li-
keliness of vacancies, in the second 
step it was determined which of these 
areas are suitable for the temporary 
accommodation placement. The sui-
tability is defined based on the three 
concepts, livability, social safety and 
feeling at home. As the focus is laid on 
evaluating the suitability of areas, the 
first two indicators are more relevant 
for the analysis. 

For the analysis a multi-scalar ap-
proach was used. That means that a 
set of various indicators for the suita-
bility were assigned to four different 
scales. The scales are ranging from 
area scale over street scale to building 
and unit scale. 
While indicators like density and 
land-use are important on the big-
ger scale, indicators like noise and 
air pollution, activity and accessibility 
become more relevant when zooming 
in. On the street scale the immediate 
surroundings including adjacent faca-
des, vegetation, the street layout and 
sidewalk, and the general condition 
become important indicators. For the 
buildings and housing units, construc-
tion and amenities are relevant in or-

der to determine their suitability. While 
some of these indicators can be ana-
lysed through a data review of spatial 
and statistical data, especially on the 
smaller scale a site visit is necessary. 

The application of this analysis ap-
proach in areas with a high likeliness 
of vacancy in Croydon helped to spe-
cify which areas were most suitable. 
In the following exemplary design, it 
can now be determined how their sui-
tability can still be increased through 
different types of spatial interventions 
that enhance the livability and social 
safety. 
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Figure 103: Street impressions in Croydon (Photos: by author; Data source: Geo-
fabrik, 2018; Greater London Authority, 2016 & Planning Constraints Map, 2019)
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There is a strong case for policies that attempt
to improve people’s experience of being in temporary accommodation,

even if this does not reduce the total amount of time they are there. These
interventions could include improving the type, standard and location of
the accommodation offered, or the information and communication that

households receive throughout the process.

- Bosetti et al. in Temporary Accommodation:
London’s hidden homelessness crisis
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One main intended outcome of the 
thesis is the development of the integ-
rated housing system. 
The system consists of different regu-
lations and policies that enable and 
support the utilisation of vacancies for 
temporary accommodation, especially 
with the intent to provide better hou-
sing solutions for low-income families. 
Moreover, the integrated housing sys-
tem should encourage the work of ho-
melessness and housing initiatives in 
providing local housing solutions and 
in being local contact point for infor-
mation, support, and assistance. 

Therefore, the relevant stakeholders 
in the public and private sector, as 
well as the civil society are identified 
and the role, they play in the integ-
rated housing system are defined. In 
the next step different regulations and 
policies which are partly inspired by 
informal housing practices are deve-
loped based on the previous analysis 
and interview outcomes. 
The outcomes of both the stakeholder 
analysis and the development of regu-
lations and policies will be combined 
to form the framework of the integra-
ted housing system. Moreover, it will 

be defined how the different compo-
nents of the system operate in the 
spatial context. 

DEVELOPING THE SYSTEM
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Figure 104: Collage - towards an integrated housing system (Image: by author)
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The involved stakeholders are located 
in the three sectors, meaning the pu-
blic sector, the private sector, and the 
civil society (see Figure 105). 

Relevant stakeholders in the public 
sector include the different levels of 
government. On the national level the 
Parliament and the Department for 
Levelling Up, Housing and Commu-
nities are concerned with the housing 
topic and the related regulations. On 
the regional level, the Greater London 
Authority has the power to implement 
regulations and policies. Furthermore, 
it distributes funds and provides in-
centives for various courses. The local 
authorities in form of the London Bo-
roughs are responsible for providing 
housing options for otherwise home-
less households due to their housing 
duty. Thus, they are directly responsi-
ble for the provision of temporary ac-
commodation. 

The most important stakeholders in 
the private sector are private landlords 
and property owners as they are es-
sential for the housing provision in the 
private rent sector. On the one hand, 
there are the private landlords that al-

ready provide temporary housing and 
who will likely be affected by changes 
in regulations and the establishment 
of housing standards. On the other 
hand, there are the local and foreign 
owners of properties, which are va-
cant due to wealth investment or de-
velopment. 

The last group consists of the civil 
society.  This is the group, where the 
focus group of low-income families in 
need of housing are situated. Further-
more, different initiatives, non-profit 
organisations and foundations con-
cerned with housing topics and home-
lessness are part of the civil society. 
They hold a great potential as they 
have local knowledge and relate to 
the community. Thus, with the right 
support they could be a great asset 
for improving the housing provision in 
London Lastly, the local communities 
are part of the civil society as they are 
affected by spatial changes made in 
their neighbourhoods.

ON STAKEHOLDERS



141

Figure 105: Power-interest matrix (Source: by author)
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To improve the current temporary 
housing system and move towards a 
more integrated system, several new 
regulations and policies are necessa-
ry. They built the base for a change 
towards a positive future of the tempo-
rary housing system and contribute to 
improving the immediate situation of 
households currently in temporary ac-
commodation. Furthermore, the new 
regulations and policies are forming 
the part of organisational interventions 
in the systematic solution. 

REGULATIONS
Firstly, the new regulations will be in-
troduced. In general, regulations are a 
tool that is mostly used by the public 
sector and consist of rules, restricti-
ons, permits and taxes. 

1. Housing standards for temporary 
accommodation 
Amid the severity of the housing con-
ditions in temporary accommodation 
in London, the Greater London Autho-
rity or preferably the national govern-
ment establishes housing standards 
for temporary housing units. The stan-
dards ensure a safe and liveable en-

vironment for both adults and children.  
Included are standards for the unit 
size, number of windows and quality 
of insulation, as well as standards for 
the heating facilities and appliances. 
Moreover, access to WIFI is ensured. 

As A. Firth mentions, Scotland has 
already taken the step of setting up 
standards (personal communication, 
March 22, 2023). Thus, their model 
could serve as a good practice exam-
ple. Furthermore, several London bo-
roughs have already started an initiati-
ve called “Setting the Standard” which 
focuses on establishing temporary 
housing standards (Sewell, n.d.). 
As the standards are set up by one 
central institution, the Greater London 
Authority, and are applicable in the 
Greater London region, they are follo-
wing the operation type umbrella. 

2. Housing standards for building con-
versions 
To ensure the upkeep of minimum 
housing standards, the national go-
vernment establishes that building 
conversions that do not need planning 
permission must follow the same hou-
sing standards, which are also appli-

ON REGULATIONS AND POLICIES 
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cable for new building developments. 

As A. Firth explains, this way mutual 
space standards can be ensured whi-
le high prices for insufficient housing 
units as well as overcrowding can be 
reduced (personal communication, 
March 22, 2023). As the standards are 
established nationwide by the central 
government, the type of operation is 
also following the umbrella system. 

3. Revision of housing benefits
The national government revises the 
Housing Benefit and the Local Hou-
sing Allowance to adjust to the current 
situation of the housing market. This 
way, more suitable homes in the pri-
vate rent sector become available for 
low-income households and thus the 
risk of becoming homeless is reduced. 

As M. Sirinathsingh explains this is 
especially important in the current 
situation of London’s housing market 
as due to the shortage of social hou-
sing, stable and long-term tenancies 
in the private rent sector provide the 
best alternative (personal communi-
cation, March 29, 2023). Furthermore, 
as the revision is done by the national 

government, it is also assigned to the 
operation type umbrella. 

POLICIES 
In contrast to regulations, policies can 
be introduced through different sec-
tors and operate on various scales. 
They can have an encouraging, sha-
ping, or organising function, and in-
clude methods like incentives, plans, 
co-operations, and assessments. 

1. Rating system for temporary ac-
commodation
The Greater London Authority esta-
blishes a rating system for temporary 
accommodation to ensure the quality 
and upkeep of the housing units. A 
centrally located independent institu-
tion will work in co-operation with local 
authorities to review and assess whet-
her the provided temporary accommo-
dation fulfils the necessary housing 
standards. 

The idea of a rating system was 
brought forward by A. Firth (personal 
communication, March 22, 2023). It is 
inspired by the Ofsted rating system 
for schools in the UK (A. Firth, perso-
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nal communication, March 22, 2023). 
Moreover, A. Firth explains that the 
MP Siobhain McDonagh is advocating 
this scheme in Parliament (personal 
communication, March 22, 2023). The 
rating system would also operate fol-
lowing the umbrella model. 

2. Central institution for handling com-
plaints and problems
The Greater London Authority esta-
blishes an independent central ins-
titution for handling complaints and 
issues with provided temporary ac-
commodation. The institution works 
in close co-operation with local autho-
rities and their housing officers. The 
practice ensures that the household’s 
complaints are heard, and action is 
taken. Furthermore, overworked hou-
sing officers will experience a relief 
of that responsibility and thus, have 
more capacity for their other tasks. 

As A. Firth and M. Sirinathsingh emp-
hasise, this would have a positive im-
pact on the experience of households 
with the temporary housing system as 
currently complaints are often ignored 
or processed with long delays. (perso-
nal communication, March 22, 2023; 

March 29, 2023). As the practice is 
performed by a central institution, the 
assigned operation type would be um-
brella. 

3. Network co-operation for out-of-
area placements 
The 32 London boroughs form a net-
work for co-operating when it comes 
to out-of-borough placements. Neig-
hbouring boroughs establish a com-
mon knowledge base regarding the 
availability of temporary housing op-
tions, provide mutual support when it 
comes to relocating a household, and 
define a clear responsibility for the re-
located household. 

As the interviews revealed, being pla-
ced outside of your area can have a 
significant impact on the mental health 
of the households as it causes addi-
tional stress and uncertainty. Moreo-
ver, M. Sirinathsingh points out, that 
the displacements are followed by 
further issues like changing schools 
and GPs, having longer and more 
costly commutes to work, as well as 
being separated from friends and fa-
mily (personal communication, April 6, 
2023). As the title already suggests, 
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this policy in following the operation 
type network. 

4. Vacancy register 
The local authorities set up a vacancy 
register in co-operation with the Grea-
ter London Authority. The data will be 
made publicly accessible through the 
London data store. This way, it is ea-
sier to identify opportunity areas for 
both the public and private sector. 

As the data is collected locally in the 
individual boroughs and later shared 
on the London data store, the type of 
operation is a mix of both network and 
umbrella. While the collection of the 
data follows the network type, the way 
the knowledge is shared resembles 
the umbrella type. 

5. Funding and incentives and for va-
cant building utilisation as temporary 
housing
The Greater London Authority introdu-
ces an incentive to increase the use of 
otherwise vacant buildings for tempo-
rary housing. While private landlords 
will be encouraged through incentives 
and provided with useful information 
to prepare their property for tempo-

rary housing use, non-profit housing 
initiatives will receive funding to sup-
port their work. The execution will be 
undertaken by the local authorities. 

Thus, the policy operates as a mix of 
the network and umbrella type. While 
the incentive is established by a cen-
tral institution, the communication and 
execution will be done on a local level 
through the local authorities. 

6. Co-operation with NGOs for local 
solutions 
The local authorities build co-opera-
tions with small-scale housing initia-
tives on the local level to have direct 
interaction with communities and ac-
cess to local knowledge. While the 
local authorities benefit from the local 
knowledge regarding possible areas 
and local landlords and can learn from 
alternative practices, the initiatives re-
ceive financial support. 

As this interaction takes place on the 
local level in form of a co-operation 
but the knowledge is shared on a wi-
der scale, the type of operation is defi-
ned as network. 
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The system diagram explains how the 
different stakeholder groups are rela-
ted and contribute to a set of tools that 
form that provide the base for the in-
tegrated housing system (see Figure 
106). The public sector is the initiator 
and main force behind the system as it 
establishes standards and revises im-
portant regulations, promotes the col-
lection and provision of relevant know-
ledge, as well as introduces policies. 

Based on the knowledge gathered re-
garding the negative experiences of 
households in temporary accommo-
dation as well as their needs and re-
quirements when it comes to tempora-
ry housing solutions, the public sector 
introduces quality standards for tem-
porary accommodation. Furthermore, 
it revises related regulations like the 
benefit system and regulations about 
building conversions. In addition, the 
public sector establishes a clear and 
reliable system for quality control. 
Through subsidies and funding the 
public sector encourages the private 
sector to improve and consequent-
ly provide more sufficient temporary 
accommodation and supports small-
scale housing initiatives in the civil so-

ciety, which work towards local solu-
tion in close interaction with the focus 
group. Both, regulations, and policies 
are informed by the knowledge collec-
ted by the public sector from both the 
civil society and the private sector. 

This scheme results in the integrated 
housing system for temporary housing 
which consists of a digital platform 
and a central institution for temporary 
housing concerns. 
The digital platform is used for the sha-
ring and exchange of knowledge re-
garding housing capacities and spatial 
interventions. It provides the base for 
co-operation between boroughs when 
it comes to out-of-area placements 
and informs both the local authorities 
and private landlords about housing 
standards and fundings. Moreover, 
it is used for communicating with the 
small-scale initiatives. The central in-
stitution works from a central location. 
It provides a direct contact for house-
holds with complaints or issues regar-
ding their temporary accommodation. 
Moreover, the institution controls the 
upkeep of housing standards through 
regular controls and the rating system.

ON THE SYSTEM
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Figure 106: System diagram (Image: by author)
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The accompanying map illustrates 
how the new regulations and policies 
work as an integrated system on the 
Greater London scale (see Figure 
107). 
The newly established temporary 
housing standards are effective in the 
Greater London area and their com-
pliance is controlled by a central ins-
titution. This institution for temporary 
accommodation concerns is operating 
the newly introduced rating system 
and is also responsible for processing 
housing complaints. Therefore, the 
institution works in close co-operation 
with the different local authorities as 
they are holding the housing duty and 
provide the temporary accommoda-
tion. 
Thus, the institution could be descri-
bed as an umbrella organisation. It 
operates from a central point, esta-
blishes generalised and equal stan-
dards on the Greater London scale, 
and impacts the neighbourhood scale 
through close interaction with the local 
authorities. 

ON IMPLEMENTING THE SYSTEM

Figure 107: System map - Greater London area 
(Data source: Geofabrik, 2018 & Greater London 
Authority, 2016, Urban Displacement Project, 2021)

System map
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The adjacent map illustrates how the 
integrated system, and the associated 
regulations and policies are imple-
mented on the local authority scale 
(see Figure 108). 
Based on the city-wide housing stan-
dards, the different temporary housing 
options in the borough are rated by 
the central institution for temporary 
accommodation concerns. 
Figure 108 also shows the digital net-
work for co-operation between bo-
roughs when it comes to out-of-area 
placements. Each borough works in 
direct co-operation with its neighbou-
ring boroughs. Furthermore, the indi-
vidual boroughs form a network with 
the local small scale housing initiati-
ves to provide support and exchange 
knowledge. 

As the example shows, when a low-
income family in Croydon is at the risk 
of homeless, they apply for temporary 
housing at their local authority which in 
that case is the Croydon Council. The 
council will now check if they have a 
suitable temporary housing unit in the 
family’s area available. If that is the 
case, the family will move into that 
housing unit. If there is no unit availa-

ble and the next available unit would 
result in out-of-area placement, the 
local council gets in contact with the 
neighbouring boroughs through the 
digital platform. Through an inquiry it 
can be determined, if there is a unit 
that prevents displacement available 
in one of the neighbouring boroughs. 
In the example, the borough of Merton 
confirms an available unit and thus, 
provides the housing option to the 
family in need. However, the housing 
duty still lays with the Croydon Coun-
cil and once an alternative option for 
temporary or social housing in their 
own borough becomes available, the 
family has the right to move there.



151

Figure 108: System map - Croydon (Data source: Geofabrik, 2018 & 
Greater London Authority, 2016, Urban Displacement Project, 2021)

System map - Croydon
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CONCLUSION
When reflecting on the development 
of the integrated housing system, it 
becomes apparent that while the pu-
blic sector needs to be the main initia-
tor for change, the private sector and 
especially also the civil society have 
the potential to make a positive con-
tribution if the circumstances are right. 

Most regulations and policies are 
established by the Greater London 
authority. The most important ones in-
clude generalised housing standards 
for temporary accommodation and 
building conversions, control mecha-
nisms like the rating system and a 
central institution for complains, fun-
ding and financial incentives, as well 
as co-operations, both, between the 
different boroughs and with small-sca-
le initiatives on the local level. 
Thus, especially on the local scale 
the private sector and the civil socie-
ty have an impact as they are directly 
involved in the provision of housing 
solutions, as landlords and housing 
co-operations or associations. 

The two main novelties that are intro-
duced in line with the integrated hou-
sing system are the centralised insti-

tution for temporary housing concerns 
on the one hand and the digital plat-
form on the other. While the institution 
follows the umbrella type when opera-
ting in space, the platform is charac-
terised by facilitating the formation of 
networks and sharing knowledge.
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Figure 109: House of parliament (Photo: by van der Merve, 2012)

Figure 110: London City Hall (Photo: by Rabon, 2016)
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There is a strong case for policies that attempt
to improve people’s experience of being in temporary accommodation,

even if this does not reduce the total amount of time they are there. These
interventions could include improving the type, standard and location of
the accommodation offered, or the information and communication that

households receive throughout the process.

- Bosetti et al. in Temporary Accommodation:
London’s hidden homelessness crisis



156

An important part of the integrated 
housing system for London is the 
guide of spatial interventions to utili-
sing vacancies and increase the sui-
tability. 

Therefore, different sets of interven-
tions are developed and assessed. 
They are developed based on the pre-
vious analysis of the needs and requi-
rements of low-income families and 
based on the three concepts of feeling 
at home, livability, and social safe-
ty. They include interventions on the 
four scales, unit, building, street, and 
area, and it is defined whether they 
are implemented by the local authori-
ty or private landlords or others. The 
assessment includes their contribu-
tion to accessibility, their contribution 
to the three main concepts, as well as 
their degree of temporariness. Moreo-
ver, the different sets of interventions 
are categorised based on the three 
concepts. 

In order to show their implementa-
tion in space, two locations with high 
numbers of vacancies and the poten-
tial for a temporary accommodation 
placement in the focus area Croydon 

were selected to showcase, how the 
different interventions contribute to 
transforming the space and creating 
more liveable and safe environments 
for low-income families in London.

DEVELOPING INTERVENTIONS 



Figure 111: Collection of small interventions (Image: by author)
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CATALOGUE OF INTERVENTIONS 

Figure 113: Feeling at home - set of spatial interventions (Images: by author)

The first set of interventions included 
in the catalogue consists of elements 
that increase the feeling of home in 
temporary accommodation. Therefo-
re, the interventions are focused on 
the unit and building scale. 
On the one hand, they include ele-
ments that increase the practical use, 
like the insurance of having a private 
bathroom and kitchen in housing units 
that are intended for families. On the 
other hand, the interventions are in-
tended to enhance the level of comfort 
and atmosphere by including a furnitu-
re pack to ease the move and reduce 
costs, as well as by introducing flower 
and plant pots around the building to 
improve the physical surroundings 
and make them more friendly. Mo-
reover, for buildings with many hou-
sing units it is recommended to utili-
se ground floor as a childcare as this 
contributes to establishing simple and 
accessible daily routines for parents.
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Figure 113: Feeling at home - set of spatial interventions (Images: by author)



Figure 114: Livability - set of spatial interventions (Images: by author)
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The second set of interventions in-
cluded in the catalogue focuses on 
elements that contribute to improving 
the livability of the housing units, buil-
dings, streets, and areas. 
For the housing units, the catalogue 
recommends proper heating facilities 
to ensure a comfortable environment. 
To enhance the immediate surroun-
dings of the buildings, the entrances 
should be marked by an element like 
a canopy or colour to make them visi-
ble and easy to find. In addition, spare 
areas and small brownfields should be 
transformed into front yards or outdoor 
spaces that can be used for recreation, 
playing and gardening. For the street 
and surrounding public spaces the ca-
talogue recommends the placement 
of street furniture and to transform 
empty parking lots into small playg-
rounds for the children. Moreover, in 
order to improve the accessibility of 
some locations, additional bus stops 
and accordingly an adjustment of the 
bus line are recommended.

heating facility

street furniture

entrance marked with canopy 
or colour



Figure 114: Livability - set of spatial interventions (Images: by author)
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Figure 115: Social safety - set of spatial interventions (Images: by author)
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The third and last set of interventions 
in the catalogue addresses the con-
cept of social safety. The interventions 
aim at creating public spaces that are 
perceived as safer by its users through 
increasing the activity and visibility, as 
well as creating spaces adjusted to 
human proportions. 
Therefore, additional windows on the 
ground floor and additional street-
lamps are recommended to enhance 
the visibility on the streets. New road 
markings like speed limits, pedestrian 
crossings, bike lanes and play streets 
should slow down traffic and increase 
the safety of pedestrians and children 
playing in the street. Introducing rows 
of trees has a positive impact on the 
atmosphere and can help to change 
the perceived proportions so they feel 
more adjusted to the human scale. 
Moreover, pop-up stores in the plinth 
of buildings or in public space increa-
se activity in the area and enhance the 
accessibility for inhabitants of tempo-
rary accommodation.

additional windows 

additional streetlamps 



Figure 115: Social safety - set of spatial interventions (Images: by author)
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Figure 116 illustrates how the different 
interventions are implemented in the 
urban environment and how they can 
transform areas of different land-uses. 
The yellow buildings indicate vacant 
properties that can be utilised for tem-
porary housing purposes after the 
implementation of different spatial in-
terventions in their surrounding envi-
ronment. For example, additional bus 
stops are added, and the bus line is 
adjusted so that previously inaccessi-
ble locations can be reached. In ad-
dition, services that are important for 
the daily life should preferably be in 
walkable distance and reachable in a 
maximum 15 minutes.
Moreover, the ground floor area and 
facade of some buildings is adjus-
ted to accommodate different functi-
ons like a childcare facility or pop-up 
stores. These small interventions in 
the plinth should bring more life and 
activity in the area. Lastly, green, and 
recreational spaces and street furnitu-
re are added to make the public space 
livelier and provide opportunities for 
the inhabitants to socialise and be ac-
tive.

Figure 116: Area types and spatial interventions (Image: by author)

EXEMPLARY IMPLEMENTATION
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Figure 116: Area types and spatial interventions (Image: by author)
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Figure 117: Street impression (Image: by author)
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Figure 118: Street impression (Image: by author)
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CONCLUSION
The guide of spatial interventions in 
intended as a guide to showcase how 
different interventions on varying sca-
les can enhance vacancies and their 
surroundings to make them suitable to 
temporary housing placements. 

Depending on which elements are 
mainly missing in an area, the catalo-
gue holds various interventions based 
on the three concepts. The informati-
on will be provided through the digital 
platform for temporary accommoda-
tion concerns and should be unders-
tood as the starting point of a growing 
collection of knowledge and experien-
ces regarding the transformation of 
vacancies to temporary accommoda-
tion use. As of now, the focus of the 
interventions is laid on families. Howe-
ver, in the future and with the growth 
of the knowledge collection, interven-
tions that are addressing other user 
groups could be included as well. 
The use of the catalogue is intended 
for the different stakeholders who are 
involved in the provision of tempora-
ry housing solutions, including local 
authorities, private landlords, as well 
as housing associations and co-ope-
rations. 

In summary, the guide of spatial in-
terventions presents a compact and 
practical collection of useful and easily 
accessible knowledge which is a great 
asset for the utilisation of vacant pro-
perties for temporary accommodation 
for all groups involved in the tempora-
ry housing provision.
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Figure 119: A couple walking in Willesden (Photo: by author) 
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CONCLUSION
Against the background on the housing crisis in London, low-income households and especially 
families with children are affected by high living costs and the shortage of affordable and social 
housing which puts them at an increased risk of becoming homeless. Consequently, around 
300.000 households are currently placed in temporary housing (Bosetti et al., 2022). As the 
provided temporary housing options are often insufficient or lead to displacement, there is an urgent 
need for immediate solutions for these households in the short and medium-term as resolving the 
general housing shortage will be a continuous process for the next decades. At the same time 
ongoing processes of privatisation and financialisation have caused a shift in the ownership of the 
city and established an understanding of housing and other building types as investments. These 
developments have resulted in high numbers of vacancies in the private sector. 
Following the observation of these two contrasting developments, the aim of the project was to 
develop a systematic solution for the allocation of temporary accommodation for low-income 
families that utilises vacancies in London and improves the living conditions at the same time. 
Furthermore, the idea was to draw inspiration and knowledge from informal housing practices in 
order to develop an integrated housing system. Thus, the main research question asks: 

How can an integrated housing system support temporary housing to reduce the number of low-
income families at the risk of homelessness and displacement while also reducing vacancy in the 

private sector?

Arriving at the end of the project, in the following conclusion, the achieved outcomes will be 
set in relation to the main research question and research aim to determine to what degree the 
outcomes have answered the question and fulfilled the aim and where further research might still 
be necessary. It will be analysed whether the outcomes of the different methods that were used, 
are answering the four sub-questions as this will indicate to what degree the research aim is 
reached and the main question answered. 
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SQ1:
What are existing informal housing practices and what are their advantages and disadvantages?

The first sub-question was focused on the different informal housing practices and the advantages 
and disadvantages. To answer this question, the first step consisted of defining ‘informal practices’ 
in relation to housing in a Western or European context. During the literature research, it became 
apparent that housing informality in the global North is still a relatively new topic as most previous 
research was focused on the global South. However, the research in this field is growing as 
informal practices are becoming more present and relevant in Western settings as well. As 
Lombard explains, the growing interest and importance of informal practices is often related to the 
failure of state policies and neoliberal structures (2019). An observation that can also be made in 
London with the housing crisis as a consequence of privatisation and the provision of insufficient 
temporary housing as a sign of the failure of the formal allocation system. 
In the next step, existing uses of informal housing practices in the form of different initiatives in 
London where detected and categorised based on the previously introduced dimensions reach, 
communication, and participants, as well as evaluated based on the three criteria accessibility, 
inclusiveness, and efficiency. As it turned out during the research process, most of the initiatives 
do not address the focus group of low-income families which was initially a selection criterion for 
initiatives to be considered in the systematic comparison. Consequently, the two other selection 
criteria of duration and building typology were given more priority. Furthermore, several interviewees 
emphasised that the formal allocation is oftentimes the most reliable solution for low-income families 
due to the housing duty of the local authorities. However, the outcomes also show that supporting 
and drawing inspiration from informal practices can provide more local solutions as the informal 
practices are often characterised by co-operation, knowledge exchange and co-ordination on the 
smaller scale. Especially, non-profit organisations like local housing co-operations and housing 
associations could be a great asset for providing better and more local housing solutions if they are 
supported by finical resources and a corresponding regulation and policy framework. 
Therefore, the systematic solution as the main thesis aim should be understood as a framework 
that improves the formal allocation system and enables the use of informal practices as a 
complementary addition rather than understanding it as a completely new and separate element.
In summary, the outcomes answer the first sub-question, as they showcase the advantages and 
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disadvantages of both the formal system and the informal practices how this knowledge can be 
transferred to support the development of the integrated housing system. 

SQ2: 
What are the needs and requirements of low-income families and how can they benefit from 

temporary housing solutions?  

The second question is focused on low-income families and their needs and requirements, as well 
as on how they can benefit from temporary housing solutions. In order to answer this question, 
the first step consisted of defining what exactly is understood as a low-income family. This step 
was followed by a general analysis of the situation of low-income families in London based on 
quantitative data. As a result, a set of different maps indicated where low-income families are 
located in the city. They showed that while low-income families can be found all over the city, 
the numbers increase towards the inner-city boroughs and in the North-east. To determine the 
needs and requirements of these families regarding temporary housing solutions, further literature 
research was done and three interviews with both housing experts and members of the focus 
group were conducted. Based on this extensive collection of knowledge and input, a concluding 
diagram was created which shows the different requirements on the unit scale, the building and 
street scale, as well as the area scale, as well as in relation to the three concepts that were 
introduced in the conceptual framework. 
These outcomes provide the base for a set of housing standards for temporary accommodation 
which are established within the integrated housing system. Furthermore, they were taken into 
consideration during the development of the catalogue of spatial design interventions to ensure 
that they support the creation of safe and liveable environments that can to a certain degree feel 
like home.
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SQ3: 
What types of vacancies are there, and which types are suitable for temporary housing?

The third question was focused on locating different types of vacancies in London and determining 
which ones are suitable for housing. It became apparent during the spatial analysis that available 
data on vacancies, their specific location, and different types in relatively limited in London. Thus, 
the analysis is following an approach of predicting potential types and areas of vacancy based on 
a list of characteristics defined by literature. Most of these indicators focus on empty commercial 
buildings and offices. Therefore, these building types were mainly considered in the further 
analysis and design. The outcomes showed that while vacancies can be found in various forms all 
over the city, there were two types that stood out in particular. The first type consists of short-term 
vacancies in areas of ongoing re-development and gentrification mostly located in the inner-city 
boroughs. In contrast, the second type consists of long-term vacancies that mostly can be found in 
areas of decline with a commercial or industrial land-use located in Outer London. 
The second step of answering the question, centred around establishing indicators for evaluating 
the suitability of vacancies for the use as temporary housing. The previously introduced three 
concepts formed the basis to define suitability in the context of temporary housing solutions for 
low-income families. The outcome consists of a multi-scalar set of indicators that evaluate the 
suitability. The different scales include the area, street, building and unit. As the three concepts 
become more or less important depending on the scale, through this approach their indicators can 
be applied on the scale where they are the most relevant. 

SQ4: 
Which spatial change of the vacant buildings can support temporary housing?

The last sub-question is concerned with spatial design changes of the vacancies. This question is 
answered as part of the systematic solution based on the results of the previous analysis regarding 
the needs and requirements of low-income families as well as the types of vacancies and their 
suitability. The main outcome is a catalogue of design interventions which address the concepts 
of livability, social safety and feeling at ‘home’. The different packages of spatial interventions 
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focus on improvements for the four scales ranging from unit and building, over street to area. The 
spatial interventions include some general recommendations and standards for building and the 
housing units. However, the majority of design interventions addresses the street and area scale 
rather than the individual buildings and housing units as their type, proportion and size can vary 
significantly. Furthermore, temporariness of the design interventions is considered as an important 
aspect for the practicability as the project is focused on short and medium-term uses of vacancies 
for temporary housing. Thus, the design interventions should be easily implementable and cost-
effective.

Main research question: 
How can an integrated housing system support temporary housing to reduce the number of low-
income families at the risk of homelessness and displacement while also reducing vacancy in the 

private sector?

When looking at the outcomes in relation to the research aim and main research question, it 
can be said they address the urgency of the insufficient living situation of low-income families in 
temporary accommodation satisfactory and illustrate a way to bring immediate improvement. The 
project provides a valuable overview over the different informal housing practices and how they 
can contribute and be incorporated into the integrated system. Furthermore, it gives an extensive 
inside into the needs and requirements of low-income families when it comes to temporary housing 
solutions. In addition, the thesis presents a systemised way of identifying, adapting, and allocating 
vacancies as temporary housing. The main outcomes in form of the framework for the integrated 
housing system and the catalogue of spatial interventions combines all the collected knowledge 
in a condense way and introduces a result that will not only benefit the focus group of low-income 
families but also other household types that live in temporary accommodation. Furthermore, while 
spatial interventions on the street and area scale are recommended with the intention of increasing 
the suitability for temporary housing placements, the general enhancement will benefit all users of 
these spaces and thus contribute to creating more liveable and safe streets and areas. 
However, a couple of points mentioned in the main research question fell short and would require 
further research to be answered fully. Firstly, the question asks for a solution that also contributes to 
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the reduction of low-income families at the risk of homelessness and displacement. Regarding the 
first aspect meaning the risk of homelessness, as families are of priority need, they will always be 
provided with a housing option through the formal allocation system. Thus, the integrated housing 
system cannot contribute to reducing their number. However, the organisational and spatial 
interventions presented as part of the thesis outcome, can significantly improve the conditions of 
the provided temporary accommodation and therefore improve the low-income family’s experience 
in the system.  Furthermore, by utilising vacancies and introducing the organisational changes and 
a better co-ordination between boroughs the risk of displacement can be reduced. 
Secondly, the question focuses on vacancy in the private sector. While some general assumptions 
can be made regarding the owners of these vacancies and thus the potential future landlords for 
temporary accommodation, in order to have more targeted engagement strategies further research 
of these property owners is recommended. However, it can be said that the financial incentives 
for building improvements included in the integrated housing system and the aim to bring vacant 
properties back into use can generally be understood as a positive development for all types of 
property owners. 
In summary, the project addresses an issue with a high urgency that significantly impacts the 
daily life of many low-income families and households in London. Thus, the presented outcomes 
including the framework for the integrated housing system and the catalogue of spatial design 
interventions could provide immediate improvements and form the base to initiate long-term 
changes towards a better and more local housing system that provides sufficient housing solutions 
for all. 
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Following the conclusion and based on the outcomes of the thesis, a number of recommendations 
can be made. The recommendations consist of a set of general recommendations for London 
on the one hand and two main takeaways that are transferable and applicable for other urban 
contexts on the other hand. 

Recommendations for London: 

• As the space in London is scarce and the city is constantly growing and developing, the first 
recommendation consists of making more use of under-utilised and vacant spaces. In order 
to do so the city need a clear overview of where they have which type of space available for 
utilisation. Therefore, the first recommendation consists of having a public register for the 
locations and types of vacant properties and under-utilised spaces as well as their ownership. 
This would make these spaces more accessible for temporary or intermediate uses and thus, 
could contribute to reducing vacancy in the city in general. Furthermore, a public register and 
more available data could support research about vacancies in cities, their reasons and how 
to utilise them. 

• The analysis of the current situation of temporary accommodation revealed that the quality the 
support of the local councils as well as the provided housing options and can vary significantly. 
This is due to missing standards for temporary housing, individual temporary accommodation 
schemes of each local authority, as well as unclear responsibilities. Therefore, the second 
recommendation includes the introduction of a set of generalised housing standards for 
temporary accommodation in the Greater London area or preferably in England one the hand. 
Moreover, the temporary allocation scheme should be modernised and generalised to ensure 
equal support and treatment throughout London and England. 

• As the analysis showed, London is oftentimes lacking communication, knowledge exchange 
and co-operation between the different boroughs when it comes to housing concerns. Therefore, 
the third recommendation directed to the Greater London Authority consists of establishing 
direct lines of communication, extending the shared knowledge base, and encouraging co-
operation when it comes to temporary accommodation and housing concerns in general. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Next to the recommendations that are addressing London directly, the project also reveals two 
main approaches that have the potential to be generalised and applied in different urban contexts 
as they are concerned with issues can be observed that can be found in many metropolitan cities. 

Recommendations transferable to other urban settings: 

• As the project has highlighted, informality can be a powerful tool in the evolution and 
transformation of urban spaces that is becoming more important in Western settings. Informal 
practices can be a great inspiration for developing and designing urban environments as they 
are often rooted in local communities and are concerned with the peoples needs. They provide 
creative and innovative ways of improving the daily life and surroundings of people in the city 
as they utilise first-hand experiences and local knowledge to address issues. However, if they 
are originating from the civil society, they are often lacking primarily financial resources and 
influential power. Thus, the first recommendation states that informal practices should generally 
be supported by providing frameworks where they can function properly, by encouraging their 
efforts through financial backing, as well as by drawing inspiration and advocating their ideas 
to be integrated in formal systems. 

• London is a prime example to observe changes in the urban environment and a shift in 
the ownership of the city caused by gentrification and the growing global interconnectivity. 
As this thesis illustrates, the related processes of privatisation, financialisation and urban 
redevelopment have impacted the value and use of urban space and oftentimes result in 
high numbers of vacancies. These developments are not only happening in London. A shift 
in the ownership of urban space and an increased number of vacancies due to privatisation 
and financialisation are a phenomenon that can be observed in metropolitan cities all over the 
globe. At the same time cities worldwide are growing in size and the number of inhabitants so 
urban space becomes scarce and more expansive. Therefore, the second recommendation 
addresses the potential of bringing under-utilised or vacant spaces back into use. However, 
in order to better decide, which types of under-utilised or vacant spaces should be used for 
different purposes, it is recommended to use a multi-scalar approach of determining their 
suitability. As the thesis project showcases, indicators for the suitability of a certain use can be 
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more or less important depending on the scale. Thus, it is advised to understand the different 
indicators for suitability not only in relation to the intended use but also in relation to scale when 
it comes to the utilisation of vacancies and under-utilised spaces. 

 
In summary there are several recommendations that although they are developed in the specific 
context of London’s housing crisis, are transferable to various urban settings. Thus, the project 
can be seen as an example to learn from and as an inspiration to encourage further research the 
continued development of the presented approach. 
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Figure 120: Overground station in Willesden (Photo: by author) 
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REFLECTION
Starting with a particular interest in housing and vacancy at first, I faced a few initial struggles when 
developing a clear topic for my thesis. But once I had clarified a clear set of research questions, 
I felt confident in developing my methodology and building the conceptual framework due to the 
great support from my mentors and the helpful input provided by my graduation studio in the form 
of workshops and additional lectures. Throughout this process, I used the research questions as a 
guide and a control tool to check whether the literature I was reading or the methods I considered 
to use would benefit my project and provide me with useful knowledge. 

When looking back at the research questions itself, I am wondering if the limitation of only looking 
into ‘temporary solutions’ was the right choice. The problem definition showed that there is an 
urgent need for immediate solutions and thus, cost-efficient, and fast interventions that are often 
temporary. However, when it came to the application and design stage of the project I realised, that 
the aspect of temporariness was limiting potential interventions on the bigger scale and in public 
space to a certain degree. However, this limitation also provided an interesting challenge. Alter-
natively, it could have also been interesting to think about spatial interventions with the possibility 
of turning from temporary to long-term. Therefore, when thinking of a potential continuation of the 
project, it could be interesting to investigate the transition of temporary interventions into long-term 
changes. 
Furthermore, throughout the year I discovered an interest in temporary and meanwhile uses of 
vacant spaces in cities in general. Therefore, if I were about to start my Master thesis now, I could 
imagine myself focusing on this topic in more detail. In that regard, the report ‘Meanwhile use in 
London’ by Bosetti & Colthorpe was a great inspiration for me as it showcases how temporary uses 
can have a positive effect on the transformation and improvement of an area (2018). 

One of the biggest challenges for me was to develop a clear idea of the spatial elements in my pro-
ject as my focus was heavily directed towards understanding the practices, systems and policies 
related to temporary accommodation. Moreover, this difficulty was additionally enhanced by the 
fact that, during the spatial analysis it became apparent that, it is difficult to detect spatial patterns 
and typologies for the different types of vacancies and where they are located. Thus, I encountered 
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some struggles to transfer the gathered knowledge into a spatial strategy. Therefore, the system-
atic approach turned out to be a good choice for this project. 

When reflecting on the research process itself, two main elements that caused some issues, come 
to my mind. They are time planning and the dependence on external experts and data. I had cho-
sen expert interviews as an important part of my methodology. During the process of organising 
and setting up these interviews, I encountered difficulties in establishing connections with possible 
interviewees in some cases. I am happy that I could find three interesting partners that covered 
different areas of knowledge that were relevant for my thesis, especially in relation to temporary 
accommodation and the requirements for temporary housing solutions. However, I would have li-
ked to also find an expert that covered that topic of vacancies in London in more detail. In addition, 
next time I would start the preparation process for the interviews earlier to calculate in late replies 
and finding alternative options to gather the necessary knowledge. 
Furthermore, I encountered some difficulties when it came to the collection of statistical and spatial 
data of vacancies. Especially during my spatial analysis, I had some problems due to the lack of 
spatial data regarding vacancies. Consequently, I had to rethink my approach to the spatial ana-
lysis which was challenging but also a great learning experience for me to understand how factual 
data can be interpreted in different ways to serve different purposes. 

In addition, throughout the process it became apparent that focus of the project and its outcomes 
will be more on the research and less on the design side. However, during the time of my Masters, 
I had already realised that the research side is what I am particularly interested in. While I am 
fascinated by spatial design, my interest is mostly drawn to understanding the interconnections 
between public, economic, and political activities in relation to the natural and built environment.  

When reflecting on the thesis from a personal perspective, I once again realise how privileged I 
grew up and how special it is to be a position where I can freely pursue my dreams. While I was 
aware of poverty and the struggles that low-income individuals and families are facing, it was still 
an eye-opening and humbling experience to talk with the members of my focus group. Thus, I am 
particularly grateful that they reported their experiences so openly and raw. 
Moreover, the process of working on the project and doing the fieldtrip has also changed my per-
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spective on how I view London as a city. The experience has made me more sensitive for the com-
plexity of the situation and how circumstance, politics, economics as well as luck come together in 
that place and how all these factors can have an impact on an individual’s situation. 
Lastly, I was reminded again, that there is no easy one-size-fits-all solution, but that every small 
change can have a significant impact on someone’s life and their chance to get into a better posi-
tion. Thus, I admire all the people who put their everyday effort into making this happen.  

In summary, the process of working on my Master thesis was a challenging but also exciting ex-
perience as I was free to find my own way of working, could test out new methods and was faced 
with approaching and overcoming obstacles to build my own position and perspective as an urban 
designer. I am happy to have learned to much during this process and the realisation that I am 
capable of managing a project on this scale by myself gives me confidence for future challenges 
I will face in my career.  
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APPENDIX 
INTERVIEW SCRIPTS 

Interview 1

Setup: 

Interviewee: Alex Firth (Justfair)
Position: Researcher and expert for housing, poverty, and inequality in the UK

Reasons for choosing the interview partner: 
• Author of the report ‘I want us to live like humans again’ about the situation of temporary accommodation in London 
• Expert for housing, poverty, and inequality in the UK with a focus on families and children

Date: 22/03/2023

Main themes of the questions: 
• Experience with the formal allocation system 
• Issues with the offered housing solutions 
• Spatial requirements for the housing units and surroundings 
 
Duration of the interview: 30-45 min 

Script: 

As you know, my project is focused on developing an improved system for the provision and allocation of temporary accommoda-
tion by utilising vacancies in London. The group I am particularly interested in are low-income families. Therefore, I would like to 
learn something about your experience with TA and your knowledge regarding the needs of my focus group. 

1. What are advantages and disadvantages with the formal allocation system practiced by the local authorities?
• Based on your experience, why is it particularly difficult to provide appropriate housing for families although they have a high 

priority? 
• Why and where do households and especially families look for alternative housing solutions?  

In your report ‘I want us to live like humans again’ you documented the situation of families living in TA in London and what types 
of issued they have encountered. I want to learn more about these issues and how the local authorities are dealing with them to 
develop a system that improves the situation. 
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2. What are the biggest issues the households and especially families have encountered with the TA by the local authorities?
• Do you know locations within London where the situation is especially severe? 
• Can you describe the spatial conditions of these locations? 

3. What types of control mechanisms are in place? 
• Which parts of them are working and where do they need to be improved? 
• Do you have recommendations on how these mechanisms can be improved?

You also had the chance to talk to families living in TA and see their accommodations first-hand. I would like to ask some questions 
about the spatial conditions of these accommodations. 

4. What types of temporary accommodation do you know of? 
• What are their advantages and disadvantages? 
• Do you think utilising vacant buildings for examples offices or commercial units could be a good alternative?

Since my goal also includes a spatial design aspect, I would like to learn more about the needs and requirements of my focus 
group regarding the spatial conditions of temporary accommodation. 

5. What would you say are spatial conditions that cover the basic housing needs of a low-income family? 
• How do they differ from other household types and why is it difficult to cover those needs?
• What are the most important spatial conditions for children living in temporary accommodation to improve their sense of self-

esteem, growth and learning environment? (Size, spaces, utilities)
• Are there spatial conditions of the surroundings that could minimize the impact of displacement? (Meaning access to public 

transport, facilities, etc.) 
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Interview 2

Setup: 

Interviewee: Melanie Sirinathsingh (Kineara)
Position: Communications and Impact Lead

What does Kineara do? 
• Organisation that supports groups at the risk of homelessness
• Supports households to sustain their tenancies in the private rent sector

Date: 29/03/2023

Main themes of the questions: 
• Experience with the formal allocation system 
• Parterships with the private sector
• Issues with the offered housing solutions 
• Spatial requirements for the housing units and surroundings 

Duration of the interview: 30-45

Script: 

As you know, my project is focused on developing and improved system for the provision and allocation of temporary accommodation 
by utilising vacancies in London. The group I am particularly interested in are low-income families. Therefore, I would like to learn 
something about your experience with TA and your knowledge regarding the needs of my focus group. 

1. What are advantages and disadvantages with the formal allocation system practiced by the local authorities?
• Based on your experience, why is it particularly difficult to provide appropriate housing for families although they have a high 

priority? 
• Why and where do households and especially families look for alternative housing solutions?  

Your work for the low-income households entails close partnerships with various organisations and services as well as individual 
support adapted to the situation. 

2. Can you name the most important partnerships with both the public and private sector and explain what role they play in your work? 
• Do you see potential to intensive and upscale some of these partnerships? 
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• Which types of private housing providers are you working with, and can you name their motivation/reasoning for co-operating 
with you? 

In your work you are interacting with individuals and households at the risk of homelessness or living in temporary accommodation 
on a daily basis. I would like to ask what they report about their experience with temporary accommodation so that I know what I can 
do to improve it. 

4. What types of temporary accommodation do you know of? 
• What are their advantages and disadvantages? 
• Which types have the potential for lowering the number of displaced low-income households?

5. What would you say are spatial conditions that cover the basic housing needs of a low-income family? 
• How do they differ from other household types and why is it difficult to cover those needs?
• What are the most important spatial conditions for children living in temporary accommodation to improve their sense of self-es-

teem, growth and learning environment? (Size, spaces, utilities)
• Are there spatial conditions of the surroundings that could minimize the impact of displacement? (Meaning access to public 

transport, facilities, etc.) 
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Interview 3

Setup: 

Interviewee: Haringey Housing Action Group 

What does the Haringey Housing Action Group do? 
• give and receive support on housing problems and campaign for better housing
• Most members have first-hand experience with housing problems  

Date: 06/04

Main themes of the questions: 
• Experience with the formal allocation system 
• Experience with informal housing practices 
• Issues with the offered housing solutions 
• Spatial requirements for the housing units and surroundings 

Duration of the interview: 30-45

Script:

As you know, my project is focused on developing and improved system for the provision and allocation of temporary accommodation 
by utilising vacancies in London. The group I am particularly interested in are low-income families. Therefore, I would like to learn 
something about your experience with TA and your knowledge regarding the needs of my focus group. 

1. What are the biggest issues you have experienced with the (formal allocation) housing system practiced by the local authorities?

As part of my research, I am also interested in alternative ways of housing people. Therefore, I would like to learn something about 
your experiences with informal housing practices. 

2. Do you know any informal housing practices and what are their advantages and disadvantages? (For clarification, they can include 
housing co-operations, housing associations or agencies or property guardians etc.) 
• Why and where do households and especially families look for alternative housing solutions?  
• Are there specific alternatives that are frequently used by families?

As many of your members have previously encountered housing problems I would like to ask if some of you have first-hand experien-
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ce with temporary accommodation. As my project aims to improve the condition of temporary accommodation, I would like to know 
about spatial conditions that you think need to change in order to provide better housing. 

3. What types of temporary accommodation do you know of? 
• What are their advantages and disadvantages? 
• Which spatial conditions in the temporary housing units you lived in made you feel comfortable or uncomfortable? 
• If you could have made improvements to your temporary accommodation, what would they have looked like? 
• How has the duration of your stay in a temporary accommodation influenced your experience?

4. Have you encountered temporary accommodation in former office or commercial buildings? 
• How was your experience with this type of temporary accommodation? 

In my project I am specifically focusing on families, therefore I would like to ask a few questions that relate to their needs and requi-
rements in particular. 

5. What would you say are spatial conditions that cover the basic housing needs of a family? 
• What are the most important spatial conditions for children living in temporary accommodation to improve their sense of self-es-

teem, growth and learning environment? (Size, spaces, utilities)
• Are there spatial conditions of the surroundings that could minimize the impact of displacement? (Meaning access to public 

transport, facilities, etc.) 
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ADDITIONAL IMPRESSIONS



209




