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Factsheet 8  

Council and housing association 
housing 

June 2023 

About this factsheet 

This factsheet has information about applying for housing from local 

authorities and housing associations (‘social housing’). It explains how 

waiting lists are organised and properties allocated, as well as options if 

you need to move to a different local authority area. 

You can find information on private rented housing in factsheet 63, 

Finding private rented accommodation. Information on housing intended 

specifically for older people is in factsheet 64, Specialist housing for 

older people and factsheet 2, Buying retirement housing. 

Information about your rights as a tenant can be found in factsheet 35, 

Tenancy rights - rent, factsheet 67, Home 

/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs63_finding_private_rented_accommodation_fcs.pdf?dtrk=true
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs63_finding_private_rented_accommodation_fcs.pdf?dtrk=true
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs64_specialist_housing_for_older_people_fcs.pdf?dtrk=true
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs64_specialist_housing_for_older_people_fcs.pdf?dtrk=true
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs2_buying_retirement_housing_fcs.pdf?dtrk=true
http://www.ageuk.org.uk/Documents/EN-GB/Factsheets/FS35_Tenancy_rights_rent_fcs.pdf?dtrk=true
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs67_home_improvements_and_repairs_fcs.pdf?dtrk=true
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs68_tenancy_rights_security_of_tenure_fcs.pdf
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs89_homelessness_fcs.pdf
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1 What is social housing? 

The term ‘social housing’ is generally used to mean lower-cost rented 

housing provided by landlords registered with the social housing 

regulator - the Regulator of Social Housing.  

We refer to landlords registered with the regulator as ‘social landlords’. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/regulator-of-social-housing
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Sheltered housing allocation 

Sheltered housing provided by local authorities and housing associations 

is allocated in the same way as ‘mainstream’ social housing, although 

there may be specific rules on who gets priority. See factsheet 64, 

Specialist housing for older people, for more information.  

3 Making an application 

To join a local authority waiting list, you must fill in an application form 

with details of where you live now, medical conditions, and other relevant 

factors. The authority considers your application against their allocation 

scheme and gives you points or places you in a band, reflecting the 

/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs64_specialist_housing_for_older_people_fcs.pdf?dtrk=true
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
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Who gets priority on the list? 

Certain groups of people applying to join a housing register must be 

given reasonable preference, giving them priority for social housing. 

You should be given reasonable preference if you: 

⚫ are homeless, even if you have not made a homelessness application 

⚫ are threatened with homelessness and owed a duty by the authority 

⚫ live in overcrowded, unsanitary, or unsatisfactory housing. For example, 
your property lacks adequate heating or is in disrepair 

⚫ need to move on medical or welfare grounds e.g. a mental or physical 
health condition or disability making your current home unsuitable  

⚫ need to move to a particular area to avoid hardship to yourself or others. 
You may need to move to give or receive care or access specialised 
medical treatment.  

Can others get priority?  

An allocation scheme does not need to allocate every available property 

to people in the reasonable preference groups. A scheme can take local 

priorities into account, so long as these criteria do not dominate the 

scheme. For example, it can promote work-related mobility or prioritise 

social tenants who are under-occupying their current housing. 

How do authorities decide between people with priority? 

Authorities can set rules giving more priority to people within the 

reasonable preference groups who have more urgent housing needs.  

You may receive this ‘additional preference’ if you: 

⚫ are homeless due to violence or threats of violence 

⚫ need to move due to a life-threatening illness or sudden disability 

⚫ live in a severely overcrowded property posing a serious health hazard 

⚫ are a member or former member of the armed forces, or the spouse/civil 

partner of a member of the armed forces who has died in service. 

Beyond this, authorities can set their own rules to determine priorities 

between applicants in reasonable preference groups. These rules may 

relate to:  

⚫ the financial resources available to applicants 

⚫ any local connec065 TJ
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https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
http://www.shelter.org.uk/
http://www.equalityadvisoryservice.com/
http://www.equalityadvisoryservice.com/
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Only households who are owed a duty under homelessness law have an 

automatic right to a suitability review, but your local authority may have 

policies on when it will review other offers. If you do not have a right of 

review, ask the local authority to make another offer and use their formal 

complaints procedure if they refuse. 

Seek advice before refusing an offer, as the local authority may not give 

you any more help if they do not agree the property was unsuitable.  

If you are concerned about the state of repair of the property, discuss 

this with your housing officer. Serious repairs should be done before you 

move in. If the property needs redecoration, you may be given an 

allowance to do it yourself. Seek advice if the landlord refuses to carry 

out the repairs.  

7 Joint and sole tenancies 

Social landlords usually grant joint tenancies to couples (including same-

sex couples) and may offer joint tenancies in other circumstances. When 

one joint tenant dies, the tenancy transfers into the name(s) of the 

remaining tenant(s) via a process called survivorship. That way, their 

right to stay is not prejudiced by their fellow tenant’s death. 

Previous allocations guidance told local authorities they should normally 

grant joint tenancies ‘where household members have long-term 

commitments to the home’. This included couples, friends, and unpaid 

live-in carers. Where an authority refused an application for a joint 

tenancy, the guidance stated clear, written reasons should be given.  

The current statutory guidance noted in section 4 is silent on this issue. 

However, authorities (and other social landlords) may continue to follow 

the old rules, or they may have their own policies on when joint 

tenancies are granted. They should follow these.  

If a local authority or housing association is unwilling to grant a joint 

tenancy to you and a partner, friend, or unpaid live-in carer, seek advice 

from Shelter or a local advice agency like Citizens Advice or local Age 

UK.  

Check before you sign a joint tenancy 

Signing a joint tenancy has implications in terms of rent liability, 

succession rights, and your rights following relationship breakdown.  

Joint tenants are 'jointly and severally liable' for all the obligations owed 

under the tenancy, including payment of rent. This means that if the rent 

is not paid, the landlord can pursue all or just one of the tenants about 

this. 

For more information about succession and relationship breakdown in a 

joint tenancy, see sections 10 and 11 of factsheet 68, Preventing 

evictions.  

http://www.shelter.org.uk/
http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
http://www.ageuk.org.uk/
http://www.ageuk.org.uk/
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs68_tenancy_rights_security_of_tenure_fcs.pdf
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs68_tenancy_rights_security_of_tenure_fcs.pdf
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8 Fixed-term and ‘lifetime’ tenancies 

There are different types of social 
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9 Affordable rents 

Social landlords can charge ‘affordable rents’ in certain circumstances. 

Affordable rents can be up to 80 per cent of the local market rent. This 

means they are generally higher than rents on other social properties, 

but lower than local private rents.  

Not all social properties are let on an affordable rent basis. It should be 

clear if a property advertised or offered has an affordable rent level, but 

check with the local authority or landlord if you are unsure.  

Make sure you are clear about the type of tenancy on offer too, as these 

vary. When the affordable rent system was brought in, it was envisaged 

that most affordable rent tenancies would be offered for a fixed term.  

10 Renting from a housing association 

Housing associations and other non-local authority social landlords are 

known as ‘private registered providers of social housing’. Registered 

means registered with the Regulator of Social Housing.  

Many housing associations have arrangements with local authorities 

whereby some, or all, of their accommodation is let to people on the 

authority’s waiting list. Some housing associations accept direct 

applications for housing, but may still require you to be assessed by the 

authority. Some accept referrals from organisations like social services 

and charities. Speak to the local authority or a local advice agency about 

the routes to obtaining social housing in your area.  

When running their own waiting lists, housing associations must have 

clear application, decision-making and appeals processes. The 

Regulator of Social Housing requires associations to have accessible 

allocations processes for people with support needs.  

Housing associations must have published policies stating how they 

make use of local authority housing registers and allocation schemes 

and the criteria used to exclude people from their own waiting lists. You 

can ask to see a c

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/regulator-of-social-housing
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/regulator-of-social-housing
https://www.housing-ombudsman.org.uk/


/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs63_finding_private_rented_accommodation_fcs.pdf?dtrk=true
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs64_specialist_housing_for_older_people_fcs.pdf
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs64_specialist_housing_for_older_people_fcs.pdf
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12 Challenging decisions 

You have a legal right to request an internal ‘review’ of certain local 

authority decisions. This means a senior officer or panel of officers looks 

at the decision again. You have this right if the authority decides you are:  

⚫ not eligible for an allocation on the basis of your immigration status, or 

⚫ not a ‘qualifying person’. 

In addition, you have a right of review in relation to ‘any decision about 

the facts of [your] case which is likely to be, or has been, taken into 

account in considering whether to allocate housing’ to you. This is likely 

to include decisions about: 

⚫ the type of property you will be allocated 

⚫ who 

http://www.shelter.org.uk/
http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
https://www.lawcentres.org.uk/
http://www.lgo.org.uk/
http://www.lgo.org.uk/
https://www.housing-ombudsman.org.uk/
http://www.equalityadvisoryservice.com/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
/globalassets/age-uk/documents/factsheets/fs79_equality_discrimination_and_the_public_sector_equality_duty_fcs.pdf
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13 Moving home 

13.1 Transfers 
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The social housing regulator requires landlords to subscribe to a mutual 

exchange website on behalf of their tenants, or pay the subscription fees 

of individual tenants wishing to exchange.  

It requires landlords to provide ‘reasonable support’ to tenants who want 

to arrange an exchange but do not have access to the internet. Contact 

your landlord if you want to know more.  

Mutual exchange via ‘assignment’ 

Exchanges generally happen via ‘assignment’, where you swap 

tenancies as well as properties.  

This means you could end up with a different tenancy giving you different 

rights. For example, if you are a secure council tenant and swap with an 

assured housing association tenant, you get their assured tenancy.  

Before you swap, make sure you understand what kind of tenancy you 

are getting and are happy with the new position. Your rights against 

eviction are likely to be different from before. For example, you may have 

less protection if you get into severe rent arrears.   
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https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2011/20/contents
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14 Moving to another area 

If you have a particular need to move to another area, you may be able 
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15 Succession 

If your partner or another family member dies, you may be able to take 

over their social tenancy via a process called ‘succession’. You may 

have a legal right to succeed (‘statutory succession’), or the landlord may 

grant you a new tenancy on a discretionary basis.  

The statutory succession rules for secure tenancies are set out in the 

Housing Act 1985. They differ depending on whether the tenancy was 

granted before or after 1 April 2012. 

For tenancies granted before that date, a spouse, civil partner, or a 

member of the 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1985/68/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1988/50/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1988/50/contents
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Useful organisations 

Citizens Advice 

http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
http://www.equalityadvisoryservice.com/
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/
http://www.gov.uk/
http://www.housing-ombudsman.org.uk/
http://www.lawcentres.org.uk/
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Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman 

http://www.lgo.org.uk/
http://www.gov.uk/guidance/about-the-regulator-of-social-housing
http://www.shelter.org.uk/
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Age UK 

Age UK provides advice and information for people in later life through 

our Age UK Advice line, publications and online. Call Age UK Advice to 

find out whether there is a local Age UK near you, and to order free 

copies of our information guides and factsheets.

http://www.ageuk.org.uk/
http://www.agecymru.org.uk/
http://www.ageni.org/
http://www.agescotland.org.uk/
http://www.ageuk.org.uk/donate
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Our publications are available in large print and 

mailto:resources@ageuk.org.uk

