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Housing Benefit, Discretionary Housing Payments & 
Bedroom Tax 
 
In April 2013, there were changes to the rules regarding Housing Benefit.   
These became known as the “Bedroom Tax”. 
 
How Have The Changes Affected People? 
Housing Benefit helps those on low incomes to pay their rent.   It can help 
pay for part or all of the rent.  How much someone gets depends on income 
and circumstances.  
 
Individuals can apply for Housing Benefit whether they’re unemployed or 
working.    There may also be help with rent where benefits stop.    
 
Unlike in the past though, Housing Benefit can now be reduced if someone 
lives in council or social housing and has one/two deemed spare bedrooms.  
 
Council And Social Housing Rent  
How much people get depends on:  

• Their ‘eligible rent’ 
• If they have a ‘spare room’ 
• Their household income (including benefits, pensions and savings 

(over £6,000); and 
• Their circumstances (eg the age of the people in the property, if 

someone is disabled, etc.).     
 
Eligible rent 
Eligible rent means the reasonable rent for a suitable property in the 
relevant area. It includes service charges (eg for a communal lift), but not 
the likes of heating. 
 
Spare bedrooms 
Housing benefit can be reduced if someone lives in council or social 
housing and has a deemed ‘spare bedroom’.  
The reduction is: 
14% of the ‘eligible rent’ for one spare bedroom  
25% of the ‘eligible rent’ for two or more spare bedrooms 
 
So, say eligible rent is £100 per week. Housing Benefit pays £50 and the 
tenant pays £50. So, if one bedroom is deemed spare the reduction is 14%.   
This means that Housing Benefit will be reduced by £14 per week (ie £100 
eligible rent x 14/100). 
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Sharing bedrooms 
When considering what is a ‘spare bedroom’, the following CAN be claimed 
for: 

• One bedroom for an adult couple 
• One bedroom for a single adult over sixteen 
• One bedroom for two boys aged under sixteen OR two girls under 

sixteen 
• One bedroom for two children aged under ten (regardless of sex) 
• One bedroom for a child who would normally share, but all shared 

bedrooms are already taken (eg a household has three children and 
two already share) 

• One bedroom for any child who can’t share because of a disability or 
a medical condition 

• One bedroom for a non-resident overnight carer for the tenant or 
their partner (but only if the carer must stay overnight). 

 
Private Rent 
Local Housing Allowance (LHA) is used to work out Housing Benefit for 
those tenants who rent privately. How much someone receives is normally 
based on: 

• Where they live 
• Their household size 
• Their income –including benefits, pensions and savings (over 

£6,000) 
• Their circumstances. 
•  

The easiest way for people to see out how many bedrooms they’re eligible 
for is to use the online “LHA bedroom calculator” (http://lha-
direct.voa.gov.uk/bedroomcalculator.aspx).     
 
Individuals can also find out their LHA rate using the online “Local Housing 
Allowance Rates” form (https://lha-direct.voa.gov.uk/search.aspx). 
 
How is Housing Benefit paid? 
Housing Benefit is paid by the relevant local council. For council tenants, it 
is paid directly into their rent accounts (ie the tenants won’t receive the 
money). For private tenants, it is paid directly into their bank or building 
society accounts (NB rarely by cheque). 
 
Benefit cap? 
There’s a limit on the total amount of benefit that most people aged 16 to 64 
can get. This is called the ‘benefit cap’. 
 
Not all benefits are affected by the cap, but many are caught.   These 
include Incapacity Benefit, Income Support, Severe Disablement Allowance 
and, in some instances, Universal Credit.  
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Individuals are not affected by the cap if they or their partners work, and 
either of the following apply:    

• A person, or their partner, is eligible for Working Tax Credit. 
• A person, or their partner, receives Universal Credit, and household 

income is more than £430 a month after tax and National Insurance. 
 
Eligibility for Housing Benefit – Summary 
Individuals may get Housing Benefit if: 

• They pay rent 
• They’re on a low income or claiming benefits 
• Their drawings are below a certain level – usually £16,000. 

 
People can apply whether they’re employed or unemployed.   However, if 
someone lives with a partner, only one person can get Housing Benefit. 
 
If someone’s single and under thirty-five, they can only get Housing Benefit 
for bed-sit accommodation or a single room in shared accommodation. 
 
Usually, Housing Benefit isn’t payable to someone who: 

• Has savings of over £16,000 (unless they get Guarantee credit of 
Pension Credit) 

• Lives in the home of a close relative 
• Is a full-time student (unless disabled or has children) 
• Who resides in the UK as a European Economic Area jobseeker 
• Is an asylum seeker or sponsored to be in the UK 
• Is subject to immigration controls and their granted leave states that 

they can’t claim public funds. 
 
How to claim Housing Benefit  
Individuals not claiming other benefits should apply for Housing Benefit 
through their local council.   
  
Those claiming Employment & Support Allowance, Income Support or 
Jobseeker’s Allowance should submit their claim to Jobcentre Plus.    
Jobcentre Plus will send claim details on to the relevant council. 
 
Those claiming Universal Credit can get help paying for housing with their 
Universal Credit payment, instead of getting Housing Benefit.     Tenants 
who receive Universal Credit have to pay rent to their landlords directly. 
 
Those claiming Pension Credit should contact the Pension Service to claim 
Housing Benefit along with their claim for Pension Credit.    The Pension 
Service will send Housing Benefit claims on to the relevant council. 
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Discretionary Housing Payments (DHPs) 
A Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) may be awarded when a local 
authority considers that a claimant is in receipt of either Housing Benefit or 
Universal Credit and requires further financial assistance with rent.   
 
The phrase ‘further financial assistance’ isn’t defined in law.  Local 
authorities may interpret the phrase however they wish, taking into account 
the claimant’s financial circumstances and any other relevant factors.  
However, in most cases, claimants will need to demonstrate that they are 
unable to meet housing costs from their available income, or that they have 
a shortfall as a result of welfare reforms.   
 
A DHP may cover all or part of a shortfall in rent. 
 
The law requires that there must be an application for DHP before any local 
authority can consider making a payment.   It is up to each local authority to 
decide how its particular application process will work.  It may be a written 
form, but other methods may be used (such as online, telephone or face-to-
face interviews.    
 
It every case though, there must be something which triggers that 
application, which could be something as simple as the claimant declaring 
that they’re in financial difficulties and are struggling to meet their rent. 
 
Individuals applying for a DHP must provide all the information that the local 
authority requires in order to make a decision.    Obviously, it is also 
sensible for claimants to include additional background which is relevant 
and that they believe should be taken into consideration.   
 
People living in adapted properties may wish to include the extra details 
suggested in Appendix 1 to this factsheet.   Similarly, if there is a disabled 
person living in the household, then the claimant could consider including 
the kind of information suggested in Appendix 2. 
 
What About Housing Benefit Delays? 
Housing Benefit delays do occur. Appendix 3 to this factsheet sets out what 
to expect whilst awaiting a decision. Also, what to do if nothing is heard 
from a local authority. 
 
What If Rent Exceeds Housing Benefit Or There Are Arrears? 
See Appendix 4 to this factsheet for advice on what someone can do if 
they’re facing a Housing Benefit shortfall or if they’ve rent arrears. 
 
Appealing A Housing Benefit Decision  
See Appendix 5 to this factsheet for advice on appealing a Housing Benefit 
decision. 
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Appendix 1 - Living in an Adapted Property   
(Suggested extra background to include in a Discretionary Housing 
Payments application) 
 
Properties are often adapted for a disabled person and their family to live in 
(eg wider doors, lower units, wet room with rails and seat, ramps, toilet rails 
and ceiling hoists).    So, it would be more cost-effective to keep the 
disabled person and their family in their current property, rather than move 
them to a smaller accessible property that had to be fully adapted. 
 
So, when claimants contact local councils, they should list all adaptations.  
Also, emphasise that it would cost the council a lot of money to rehouse the 
disabled persons and their families. 
 
A local council could also be made aware that if a disabled person and their 
family moved from an adapted property, the council would have to remove 
the adaptations to the current property (or make different adaptations to it).   
This would also be costly. 
 
Anyone following the above route needs to be mindful that the local council 
may actually have a smaller adapted property that they might could be 
moved to. 
  
Appendix 2 - Disabled Person In The Household  
(Suggested extra background to include in a Discretionary Housing 
Payments application)  
 
Claimants should consider including some/all of the following if appropriate: 

1. “A disabled person lives in the property and needs 
their own bedroom because of the nature of their 
disability. To ignore the needs of this disabled person 
and deny them their own bedroom is discriminatory 
and unlawful under the Human Rights Act.” 
 

2. “The disabled person in the household needs a 
bedroom for therapeutic/care purposes and to 
potentially keep medical equipment relevant to their 
disability.” 
 

3. “The property has been specially adapted for a 
disabled person’s needs” (see also Appendix 1 above). 
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A Member Of The Household Has Mental Or Physical Health Problems 
It might be appropriate to argue that a member of the household has mental 
or physical health problems of a kind, which would make moving them from 
their current home harmful. Such a move would be discriminatory and 
unlawful under the Human Rights Act. 
 
Children Have Previously Been In A Household Where There Was 
Domestic Violence 
It might be relevant to argue that children who have previously been 
exposed to domestic violence need a personal ‘safe space’. So, to force a 
move on them would be unlawful under the Human Rights Act. 
 
A ‘Bedroom’ Is Actually A Boxroom 
Argue that a so-called ‘bedroom’ is little more than a small boxroom, in 
which it would be totally inappropriate for anyone to sleep. 
 
Separated From A Former Partner, But Share Childcare Part-Time 
Where someone has split from their partner, it might be appropriate to argue 
that an additional bedroom is necessary to meet part-time childcare and 
parental duties.   For the relevant individual to ignore their duties as a 
parent and ignore the needs of their children to stay with them would be 
discriminatory and so contrary to the Human Rights Act and to the Children 
(Scotland) Act 1995. 
 
Appendix 3 - What to expect while you wait for a Housing Benefit 
decision  
Housing Benefit claimants obviously have to wait for their applications to be 
processed.   Local Councils should try and make a decision within a 
fortnight.  Inevitably though, delays do happen! 
 
If an individual is entitled to Housing Benefit and has provided enough 
information with their application, it will be duly assessed and the claimant 
advised that they’re entitled to Housing Benefit.  If there’s not enough 
information, the local council may ask for more details and/or documents to 
be provided. 
 
If the council asks for more information 
If Housing Benefit applicants are asked for more background, they should 
provide it promptly. Otherwise, the relevant local council may simply decide 
that they’re ineligible. If providing the requested information is difficult, 
claimants should contact their council straightaway and explain the problem. 
They may be able to ask for certain details from The Department for Work 
and Pensions, employers, or from other relevant organisations. It may also 
be possible to accept alternative evidence. If a council can’t help, then 
assistance might be available from a Shelter advice centre, Citizens Advice 
Bureau, or other local agency. 
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Housing Benefit – Payment On Account 
Private and housing association tenants should be able to get a payment on 
account if their Housing Benefit application takes longer than a fortnight to 
process. This will be an estimate of Housing Benefit entitlement (which will 
be adjusted once a final figure has been decided). Council tenants are not 
eligible for such a stop-gap payment.  
 
To be entitled, relevant tenants must have completed their Housing Benefits 
claim correctly and supplied all required information. Payments on account 
may be refused if claimants have been asked to provide evidence relating to 
applications that they can’t provide. If a person is struggling supplying 
evidence, they should inform their local council of this. If there is a good 
reason for the delay, they should still get a stop-gap payment. 
 
Monitoring the progress of a housing benefit claim 
It is a good idea for Housing Benefits applicants to track the progress of 
their claims, by phoning or visiting the relevant department of the local 
council (to check that they’ve received the application and the information 
needed to process the claim). The names of people spoken to should be 
noted down, together with the date and what precisely was discussed. 
 
Appendix 4 - Dealing With A Housing Benefit Shortfall Or Rent Arrears 
There may be a shortfall between housing benefit received and rent 
payable. The tenant is expected to pay the difference. They may not get any 
help from their local council to do this. 
 
It is important that anyone facing a shortfall acts straightaway. If they don’t, 
they could quickly get into rent arrears and risk losing their home. 
 
There are a number of avenues that tenants can explore: 

• Negotiate with landlords to see if they’ll reduce rent or delay 
collection of any rent arrears 

• Contact their local council for advice 
• Apply for a Discretionary Housing Payment to make up the shortfall 

(NB Not everyone is awarded such payments.  Even those that do 
might only get them short-term) 

• Look at their household budgets, to see if there are ways of 
increasing income or cutting costs 

• Get debt advice on how a shortfall can be made up – there may be 
other benefits, payments or tax credits available 

• If other people live in the property, ask if they could increase their 
contribution to the household budget to meet the rent 

• If the tenancy agreement allows it, consider taking in a lodger. 
 
 
 



9  Housing Benefit, Discretionary Housing Payments & Bedroom Tax 

  
 

Appendix 5 - Housing Benefit Decisions - Reviews & Appeals 
If tenants are unhappy with Housing Benefit decisions, they can ask local 
councils to look at cases again.  Councils must review their decisions to see 
if they should be changed. If any council won’t change its mind, an appeal 
can then be made to tribunal. 
 
Why Might A Tenant Ask For A Review? 
Tenants may want local councils to review Housing Benefit decisions if they 
believe the claims have been wrongly assessed - eg only two of the three 
children in the household have been considered.  
 
Householders can also ask for a review if, for example, the local council 
turns down an application, states that there’s no longer any Housing Benefit 
entitlement, or says Housing Benefit has been overpaid and must be repaid.    
Tenants can also request a review if refused backdating of Housing Benefit. 
 
How To Ask For A Review 
Although procedures differ from region to region, tenants must normally 
write to the local council within a month of receiving their Housing Benefits 
decision letter.    Such review requests should obviously include the 
reasons why tenants believe decisions to have been wrong.  Also, in order 
to have the best chance of success, they should include evidence to 
support receipt of Housing Benefit. 
 
Individuals can also write to the relevant council and ask for a written 
explanation of the exact reasons for any original decision.   Tenants going 
down this route get extra time to actually challenge the decision.  The days 
between a council getting a tenant’s letter requesting reasons and replying 
don’t count towards the month time limit. 
 
Exceptionally, review requests will be accepted outside the month time limit.  
However, a good reason will be needed for applying late.   The maximum 
time limit for a late request is thirteen months from the date of the original 
Housing Benefit decision. 
 
When making a late application, an explanation should be included as to 
why it was delayed. 
 
In a few very specific circumstances, tenants can ask for an ‘any time’ 
review of a Housing Benefit decision. This means that there is no time limit 
for the request. Local councils can only make an ‘any time’ revision if: 

• They made an error 
• There was a mistake about, or ignorance of, something relevant 
• The tenant received another benefit that meant that Housing Benefit was 

also payable 
• Where there was a successful appeal against a decision. 
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How do local councils review Housing Benefit decisions? 
The case will be looked at by a different person from the one who made the 
original Housing Benefit decision. That individual will re-visit the reasons for 
the original decision and also consider any new information submitted by 
the tenant when requesting a review.    
  
The local council will write to the householder if more background is needed 
for the review. 
 
At the end of the review, the applicant will get a letter from the council 
advising whether or not the original decision has been changed. 
 
Appeals To A Housing Benefit Tribunal 
A tenant can usually appeal to a tribunal if the local council doesn’t change 
its Housing Benefit decision following a review. 
 
An appeal to tribunal can also be made straightaway, instead of asking the 
council for a review. 
 
A judge decides tribunal cases. 
 
Appeal requests should be submitted to local councils within a month of the 
original Housing Benefit decision. They will forward such requests, together 
with their responses, to the tribunal. Some councils may have an appeal 
request form that can be used or appellants could write a letter. 
 
Where claimants don’t agree with the tribunal’s decisions they may be able 
to appeal to a higher tribunal or upper tribunal. Individuals should talk to 
someone with a specialist knowledge of benefits law, such as a welfare 
rights officer. 
 
Complaining About A Council's Handling Of Your Housing Benefit 
Claim 
Sadly, local council staff are occasionally rude or uncooperative. They may 
also take overly long to deal with a Housing Benefit claim. In such 
circumstances, applicants may wish to complain. Each local council’s 
website should explain its own complaints procedure. 
 
The Local Government Ombudsman 
The Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) is the final stage for complaints 
about councils and some other organisations providing local public services.  
The LGO also looks at complaints about adult social care (such as care 
homes and home care providers). It is a free service. Complaints are 
investigated in a fair and independent way - the LGO doesn’t take sides.    
Information on precisely how to complain can be found at www.lgo.org.uk 
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Disclaimer  
This factsheet has been prepared by SIA and contains general advice only 
which we hope will be of use to you. Nothing in this factsheet should be 
construed as the giving of specific advice and it should not be relied on as a 
basis for any decision or action.  SIA does not accept any liability arising 
from its use. We aim to ensure the information is as up-to-date and accurate 
as possible, but please be warned that certain areas are subject to change 
from time to time.  Please note that the inclusion of named agencies, 
companies, products, services or publications in this factsheet does not 
constitute a recommendation or endorsement by SIA. 
 

 
Revised February 2017 
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About SIA  

 
The Spinal Injuries Association (SIA) is the leading national user-led charity 
for spinal cord injured (SCI) people.  Being user led, we are well placed to 
understand the everyday needs of living with spinal cord injury and are here 
to meet those needs by providing key services to share information and 
experiences, and to campaign for change ensuring each person can lead a 
full and active life.  We are here to support you from the moment your spinal 
cord injury happens, and for the rest of your life. 
 
 
For more information contact us via the following: 
 
Spinal Injuries Association 
SIA House 
2 Trueman Place  
Oldbrook 
Milton Keynes 
MK6 2HH 
 
T: 01908 604 191 (Mon – Fri 9am – 5pm) 
T: 0800 980 0501 (Freephone Advice Line, Mon – Fri, 11am – 1pm/2pm – 4.30pm) 
W: www.spinal.co.uk 
E: sia@spinal.co.uk  
 
Charity No: 1054097 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Brought to you by:  
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Please support SIA 
 
SIA relies on fundraising, donations and gifts in wills to provide 
services that help spinal cord injured people rebuild their lives. 
 
With your help, we can provide the right support to spinal cord injured people and 
their families and friends so they can enjoy a full and independent life after injury.  
Your donation today will go towards changing someone’s life. 
 
I would like to give: £15          £20          £53             other amount £…………. 
 
Method of payment 

I enclose a cheque/postal order/CAF voucher made payable to Spinal Injuries 
Association. 

 
      I would like to pay by Mastercard/Visa/Maestro/Switch (delete as appropriate) 
 
Card number                                                                            
 
Start date      Expiry Date           Security Code  
       
 
 
Signature       Date 
……../……../..……. 
 
 
Name…………………………………………………………………………………….  
 
Address ……………………………………………………………………………....... 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………....... 
 
Postcode ……………………………  Tel no………………………………............... 
 
Email address………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
Please gift aid my donation 
 
If you tick the box it means for every £1 you donate we can claim an extra 25p 
from the taxman, at no extra cost to you.  You need to pay an amount of income 
tax or capital gains tax at least equal to the tax we reclaim from HM Revenue and 
Customs – currently 25p in every £1 you give. 
 
Please send your donation to: FREEPOST SPINAL INJURIES ASSOCIATION or 
you can donate online at www.spinal.co.uk  
 

Thank you for your support! 


