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Abstract  
 
Disabled Facilities Grants allow people with disabilities to make adaptations to their homes in order 
to suit their needs, reduce risks of accident and injury, maintain physical and mental health, and 
access opportunities. Though all publicly available academic and government literature highlights 
the effectiveness of adaptations, estimations of need appear to be largely absent. Freedom of 
Information requests to councils across the South West of the England and the Department for Work 
and Pensions were made to assess the link between accessibility of housing stock, Adult Social Care 
costs, and Employment Support Allowance claimant numbers. Adult Social Care costs appeared to 
show a strong correlation with accessibility of housing stock. Employment Support Allowance 
claimant numbers appeared to show a correlation with accessibility of housing stock. 
 
 
 

Introduction  
 
England’s present housing stock is failing to meet the needs of people with disabilities within the 
current population, and is ill-prepared for the predicted ageing population [1]. The majority of 
homes in England (84%) do not allow someone using a wheelchair to get to and through the front 
door without difficulty [2].   
 
This means that in the event that a householder or family member acquires a disability and finds 
their home unsuitable, moving is unlikely to provide a solution. In 2005, this was recognised by the 
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister: “There is a grave shortage of housing stock suitable for re-
housing as an alternative to adaptation for disabled households in any tenure. For families, a wait of 
three years or more would be likely in 70% of all authorities.” [3] 
 
Making adaptations to the person’s present home is the only other option. For this reason, local 
authorities are statutorily bound to offer grants to fund these adaptations [4]. Disabled Facilities 
Grants (DFG) are up to £30,000 awarded per grant by local authorities to make a house more 
accessible for an occupant with a disability [5] and research shows consistent evidence that the 
adaptations can have significant positive impacts on the quality of life of people with disabilities and 
their families. 
 
According to the University of Bristol, “Adaptations given through the DFG are consistently effective. 
They produce significant health gains and prevent accidents and admission to residential care. 
Research has shown major improvements in quality of life and independence for DFG recipients. 
Disabled children and their siblings benefit in development, education and social contact. Carers 
suffer less stress and have reduced likelihood of back injury.” [6]  
 
Research into the needs of children with disabilities and their parents conducted by the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation highlights this. “Four out of ten parents said their homes were unsuitable, 
often in a number of ways, for the care of their child. A similar figure was obtained from a study of 
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families with disabled children conducted twenty years ago. Typical housing problems were difficult 
stairs, lack of space or downstairs facilities, and cold and damp. Almost half the families had moved 
due to the needs of their child. Unsuitable housing was the most common reason for changing 
home. For many families, however, moving did not solve their housing problems: 40% said their new 
home was still unsuitable.” [7] 
 
Little quantitative research has been done on the wider impacts of inaccessible homes to society as 
a whole. Hospital discharge delays and residential care provision are costs which have already been 
recognised [1]. However, there are other potential costs to public services, including:  
 

 injuries to people with disabilities resulting in GP visits, hospital treatment 

 injuries to family members of people with disabilities resulting in GP visits, hospital 
treatment 

 difficulty or impossibility in performing everyday tasks which may otherwise have been 
achievable for the individual, resulting in social care need 

 deterioration of mental health due to social isolation, resulting in GP visits, ongoing 
treatment  

 loss of opportunities, including work, education and training, due to difficulty or 
impossibility in leaving the home 

 
The research which has been done all contains the same warning: where a DFG is not provided, costs 
can be incurred over and above what would have been spent on the DFG. 
 
“… a failure to make transparent the costs resulting from a delay, or failure, to carry out adaptations 
– or provide equipment – can lead to greater public expenditure than would otherwise be necessary, 
as well as having a significant impact on disabled people’s quality of life.” [8] 
 
“The published material at macro-economic level on the costs and benefits of independent living is 
relatively sparse. However, the literature does highlight that there are significant costs for the 
Exchequer in not addressing barriers faced by disabled people. Evidence from the case studies and 
consultations corroborates and strengthens this view, showing that investment in independent living 
would result in sizeable long-term cost savings for the Exchequer due to the increase in tax 
revenues, a reduced state benefits bill and less pressure on health and acute social care services.” 
[9] 
  
“… there is evidence that providing appropriate equipment and adaptations increases 
independence, reduces the need for personal assistance and prevents or reduces health problems. 
In one study, three out of four people said housing adaptations had helped their health, while a third 
of those who received minor aids and adaptations (costing less than £500) reported that they 
needed less help from others. But savings to the NHS and to social care budgets are not part of 
decisions – at central or local level – about expenditure on equipment and adaptations.” [8] 
 
"Under-investment in Disabled Facilities Grants is leading to a waste of public resources. The Audit 
Commission has calculated that one year’s delay in providing an adaptation to an older person costs 
up to £4000 in extra home-care hours. When residential or hospital care is needed because of a lack 
of adaptations, the costs within three years are eight times higher than the cost of the adaptation 
and continue to rise." [6] 
 
 
DFGs are partially funded by central government and partially by local authorities. Every year, a large 
sum of money is set aside by central government to provide DFGs. This money is then shared 
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between local authorities using a complicated formula and a bidding process. Though this aims to 
ensure fair distribution of resources, this can result in a lot of variation year on year. “Allocations to 
individual authorities between 2008-09 and 2009-10 changed from between -40 per cent to +67 per 
cent.” [10] 
 
This instability can only make it different for local authorities to plan their budgets to meet the need 
for DFGs.  
 
Any gap between need and availability of provision will become a source of friction, and some local 
authorities manage this friction in unconventional ways. A review of the DFG programme from the 
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (2005) commented “Information to service users and potential 
service users is mostly extremely poor, for fear of discovering need that cannot be met.” [3]. This is 
corroborated by a survey of young people with Muscular Dystrophy carried out in 2012: “almost half 
say they have not heard of the Disabled Facilities Grant (DFG)" [11]. Reduction of demand through 
what could be termed ‘poor advertising’ does not, however, reduce need. Choosing to ignore the 
level of need in their communities leaves people without help that they are legally entitled to, and 
has negative consequences for those individuals and their families and wider society as detailed 
above. 
 
Over and above this, the initial amount to be distributed between the local authorities is based on a 
bidding process to central government. The details of the bids do not appear to be public 
information at present, but given the lack of available research to draw upon, it is likely that the bid 
is responsive, rather than anticipatory. Rather than making available the amount of money needed, 
the bid may simply reflect current DFG uptake rates. The costs and driving factors of the gaps 
between need, provision and uptake have not been thoroughly analysed. Prediction of future need 
also appears to be absent.  
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Method  
 
 
Estimating annual need 
 
According to a study by the London School of Economics: “On average, two per cent of people of 
working age become disabled each year” [12].  
 
There were approximately 34,329,091 working age adults in England as of 2011 census [13]. 
  
34,300,000 x 2% = 686,000 
 
Thus approximately 686,000 working age adults in England acquire a disability every year. 
 
The Family Resources Survey 2012 - 2013 [14] reports that 57% of people with disabilities have a 
mobility impairment. Assuming that impairment type is evenly distributed across all age bands, then: 
 
686,000 x 57% = 391,000 working age adults in England acquire a mobility impairment every year. 
 
Given the paucity of available accessible housing, many of these people will require some form of 
adaptation to their home. When contrasted with this reported statistic, “During 2003-4 housing 
authorities awarded over 37,000 DFGs” [15], it can be estimated that annual demand is a tenfold 
greater than provision. 
 
 
 
Estimating fiscal impact on Adult Social Care 
 
Following the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, building regulations were updated to include basic 
accessibility features. This section is known as Part M [16], and gives consideration to a variety of 
built in characteristics, including doorway widths and entrance ramps or steps. More modern design 
standards, such as Lifetime Homes standard [17] and wheelchair accessible standard [18], and 
updated versions of Part M go further in describing how to provide basic access features. 
 
Before the introduction of Part M, and the social shift towards inclusion that occurred in the 1980s 
[19], accessibility was not routinely considered when drawing up the plans for a house. Thus the 
introduction and implementation of Part M can be considered a ‘Year Zero’ for housing with 
accessibility features. By looking at the number of houses built after this ‘Year Zero’ in an area, 
adding the number of Disabled Facilities Grants completed in each area, and then dividing by the 
total number of houses in that area, how much of the housing has some form of accessibility 
features can be expressed as a percentage.  
 
A Freedom of Information request was sent to every local authority in the South West:  
 
"1. What was the total cost of Adult Social Care over the past 4 years? Please break down by year. 
2. What was the total cost of funding residential Adult Social Care places over the past 4 years (care 
homes, nursing homes) and how many places were funded over the past 4 years? Please break down 
by year. 
3. How many Disabled Facilities Grants have been awarded and works completed since 1996? 
4. How many houses have been built since 1995? 
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5. Is there, or has there previously been, a requirement within your planning policies for a certain 
proportion of homes to be built to higher access standards such as Lifetime Homes or wheelchair 
accessible standard?  
6. How many homes are there in the borough?" 
 
 
Very few local authorities responded with an affirmative answer to question 5. The rest of the 
response data can be found in Table 1. 
  
 
Table 1: Response data 
 

Name of council 

Number of 
houses built to 
comply with 
the DDA 1995 

Total 
number 
of houses 

Number of 
completed 
DFGs 
recorded 

Average 
annual cost of 
Adult Social 
Care* 

Average 
annual cost of 
residential 
care* 

Bath & North East 
Somerset Council 8,144 75,931 4,093 £52,368,000  £36,978,000  

Borough of Poole 8,581 67,100 1,398 £40,071,000  £13,546,000  

Bournemouth 
Borough Council      

Bristol City Council 30,034 194,653 2,258 £170,338,000  £81,221,000  

Cheltenham 
Borough Council 7,409 54,338 2,085   

Christchurch      

Cornwall Council 44,933 258,883 2,612 £149,800,000  £26,800,000  

Cotswold District 
Council 6,204 39,944 1,883   

Council of the Isles 
of Scilly 123 1300 6 £815,000  £666,000  

Devon County 
Council 7,553 139,408 3,539   

Dorset County 
Council 14,702 84,386 1,841 £121,898,000  £52,716,000  

East Devon District 
Council      

East Dorset      

Exeter City Council      

Gloucester City 
Council 29,230   £168,848,000  £59,341,000  

Gloucestershire 
County Council      

Mendip District 
Council  34,981 216   

Mid Devon District 
Council 7,553 44,354 1,242   

North Devon 
Council 7,508 31,048 729   

North Dorset 18,113 94,024 1,370 £61,268,000  £24,550,000  

North Somerset 
Council 12,132 117,111 2,268 £71,847,000  £30,188,000  
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Plymouth City 
Council      

Purbeck District 
Council 2,690 22,120 842   

Sedgemoor District 
Council      

Somerset Country 
Council 12,988 73,375 2,512 £98,460,000  £47,994,000  

South 
Gloucestershire 
Council 18,882 112,467 2,425 £76,898,000  £34,396,000  

South Hams 
District Council      

South Somerset 
District Council 12,988 73,375 2,512   

Stroud District 
Council 7,863 51,704 294   

Swindon Borough 
Council 23,388 93,210 1,536 £46,137,000  £28,277,000  

Taunton Deane 
Borough Council      

Teignbridge District 
Council  60,073 2,081   

Tewkesbury 
Borough Council 7,754 38,483 1,837   

Torbay Council      

Torridge District 
Council      

West Devon 
Borough Council      

West Dorset 
District Council  8,471 49,611 623   

West Somerset 
Council      

Weymouth & 
Portland Borough 
Council 4,504 31,218 270   

Wiltshire County 
Council 37,347 207,754 2,667 £122,438,000  £55,071,000  

 
* The costs of Adult Social Care and Residential Adult Social Care have been averaged over a period 
of 4 years to reduce inconsistencies which may be caused by different speeds of policy 
implementation or other short term factors. 
 
 
Though incomplete, there is enough data here to attempt an analysis. At first sight, it is difficult to 
evaluate this data due to the differing sizes of the local authorities. To counteract this, the cost data 
has been standardised to costs per 10,000 people with disabilities. 
 
The second column of Table 2 has been produced using the method outlined in Stand up and be 
counted [20] to estimate the number of people with disabilities resident in a given area. The Family 
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Resources Survey 2012 - 2013 states: “… in the United Kingdom, the percentage of disabled people 
differed by age group: in 2012/13, 7 per cent (0.9 million) of children were disabled compared to 16 
per cent (6.1million) of adults of working age and 43 per cent (5.1 million) of adults over State 
Pension age.” From 2011 census data, the numbers of children, working age adults and adults over 
65 in 2011 can be found for each area. Combining these two sets of figures provides the 
approximate number of people with disabilities within each area. 
 
Table 2: Usable response data  
 

Name of council 

Number of 
adults with 
disabilities 

Percentage of 
housing with 
accessibility 
features 

Cost of Adult 
Social Care per 
10,000 people 
with disabilities 

Cost of 
Residential care 
per 10,000 
people with 
disabilities 

Bath & North East 
Somerset Council 32,021 16.1% £16,354,268  £11,548,047  

Borough of Poole 27,660 14.9% £14,486,985  £4,897,325  

Bristol City Council 71,030 16.6% £23,981,135  £11,434,746  

Cornwall Council 101,888 18.4% £14,702,418  £2,630,339  

Council of the Isles of Scilly 434 9.9% £18,778,802  £15,345,622  

Dorset County Council 83,415 21.8% £14,613,439  £6,319,727  

North Somerset Council 38,057 20.7% £16,099,009  £6,450,850  

Plymouth City Council 45,103 12.3% £15,929,539  £6,693,125  

Somerset Country Council 99,809 21.8% £9,864,842  £4,808,584  

South Gloucestershire 
Council 46,044 18.9% £16,700,982  £7,470,246  

Swindon Borough Council 34,634 26.7% £13,321,303  £8,164,520  

Wiltshire County Council 83,884 19.3% £14,596,109  £6,565,138  

 
 
 
This data can also be displayed as a scatter graph. 
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Graph 1 appears to show a strong link between the provision of housing with accessibility features 
and the Adult Social Care costs per 10,000 people with disabilities. The greater the proportion of 
housing with accessibility features, the lower the cost of Adult Social Care. 
 
This suggests that increasing the proportion of housing with accessibility features could decrease the 
need for Adult Social Care funding. From the graph, it can be estimated that an increase in the 
percentage of housing with accessibility features by 10% correlates to around a £4,000,000 
reduction in Adult Social Care costs per 10,000 people with disabilities. 
 
If this trendline is representative of England as a whole, then increasing the proportion of housing 
with accessibility features by 10% could reduce the cost of Adult Social Care by almost £4 billion, as 
shown in the calculation below: 
 
£4,000,000 x 9,900,000 = £3.96 billion   

10,000 
 
With the total cost of Adult Social Care currently standing at more than £17 billion [21], this could 
have a great impact.  
 
 
To estimate the cost of improving the accessibility of 10% the housing stock, the total number of 
dwellings in England can be multiplied by 10% and by the average cost of a DFG. 
 
Total number of dwellings in England = 23,000,000 [22]  
 
“During 2003-4 housing authorities awarded over 37,000 DFGs to disabled people to a total value of 
£202 million” [23].   
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Thus the average cost of a DFG = £202 million ÷ 37,000 = £5,500  
 
 
23,000,000 x 10% x £5,500 = £12,650,000,000 = £12.65 billion  
 
 
Given that adaptations to dwellings are often permanent, the annual savings to Adult Social Care 
budgets will continue. It can then be estimated how long it would take for the savings to overcome 
the initial cost. 
 
£12.65 billion ÷ £3.96 billion = 3 years 2 months 
 
Assuming the saving continues in the same way over a 5 year period, the Treasury would see a net 
benefit of more than £7 billion as shown below: 
 
(£3.96 billion x 5) - £12.65 billion = £7.15 billion  
 
 
 
Estimating impact on unemployment  
 
A Freedom of Information request was made to the Department for Work and Pensions to acquire 

data on the number of claimants receiving Employment Support Allowance (ESA) broken down by 
local authority area for the South West of England. 
 
The data received can be seen in Table 3, along with estimates of the number of working age 
adults with a disability in each area, the proportion of those claiming ESA, and the proportion of 
housing with accessibility features as calculated above. 
 
Table 3: ESA data  
 

Name of council 

Number of 
working age 
adults with a 
disability  

Number of 
ESA claimants 
2013/14 

Percentage of 
working age people 
with disabilities 
claiming ESA 
2013/14  

Proportion of 
housing with 
accessibility 
features 

Bath & North East 
Somerset Council 18,340 3,430 18.7% 16.1% 

Borough of Poole 14,692 3,440 23.4% 14.9% 

Bristol City Council 47,005 15,090 32.1% 16.6% 

Cornwall Council 52,335 16,460 31.5% 18.4% 

North Somerset Council 19,725 5,830 29.6% 20.7% 

Plymouth City Council 27,166 9,960 36.7% 12.3% 

South Gloucestershire 
Council 26,948 4,630 17.2% 18.9% 

Swindon Borough Council 22,227 5,430 24.4% 26.7% 

Wiltshire County Council 47,124 8,990 19.1% 19.3% 
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When viewed as a scatter graph, there is an apparent decrease in the number of claimants as the 
proportion of housing with accessibility features increases. Though the correlation appears looser, a 
study across England may better show the potential relationship between these two variables. 
 
It must also be noted that other factors, including the availability of employment, accessibility of 
local workplaces, availability of educational and vocational training opportunities, and availability of 
information on the Access to Work scheme, will all have an impact on the numbers of people in 
employment. 
 
If the trendline is representative of the situation across England, this would suggest that improving 
the accessibility of the housing stock could reduce the employment gap.  
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Identified failings of the sources used and implications on the resulting data 
 
Many of the local authorities were unable to supply the data requested, for example:  
 
Stroud District Council – “We have completed 294 DFG’s since 2006/7 to todays date which is as far 
back as our current computer records go.” 
 
Bristol City Council – “We do not hold DFG statistics from 1996. We only hold information from 
2001-02. The answer is: Between the years of 2009/10 & 2013/14 we offered an alternative grant 
alongside DFG for mandatory works under £5000, these grants were not means tested.  This explains 
the reduction in DFG cases approved and completed within those years.” 
 
North Somerset Council – DFG records were unavailable prior to 2009. 
   
North Devon Council – “Due to issues around document retention, the Councils records for DFG 
delivery only extend back to 2002/03.”  
 
West Dorset District Council – DFG records were unavailable prior to 2011 
 
Weymouth & Portland Borough Council – DFG records were unavailable prior to 2011 
 
Borough of Poole – “Note: Approximately another 25% [DFG applications granted] on top of this 
don’t complete (ie about 350), mainly due to client contribution, delays and client deaths.” 
 
Wiltshire County Council – “We only have [DFG] records going back to the beginning of the unitary 
authority.” 
 
Borough of Poole – “8,990 homes built (net) since 1st April 1994. (Unfortunately unable to break 
down figures to give totals since 1995).” To adjust, multiplied by 21/22 
 
 To account for the additional year in the Borough of Poole data, a small adjustment was made by 
multiplying the 8,990 by 21/22, which, if the building rate were consistent, would essentially remove 
this additional year. 
 
All the other data has been used ‘as provided’. 
 
The lack of longstanding DFG records means that some of the data points on the graph appear 
further to the left than would reflect reality, however given the lack of funding of the Disabled 
Facilities Grant since its introduction, it is likely that the true figures would not have a dramatic 
impact on the overall results. 
 
The estimation of annual need carried out on page 4 only considered working age adults. There was 

no data available on the number of children or adults above pension age who acquire a disability 

every year on which to base an estimate, thus this estimation of annual need is likely to be lower 

than the true figure. 

 
 
 
 
 



Page 12 of 14 
 

Conclusion  
 
The Disabled Facilities Grant offers a cost-effective solution to the housing difficulties of a great 
number of people with disabilities. The benefits to the people who receive them are undisputed. The 
benefits to wider society include significant savings to Adult Social Care, and potential savings to 
unemployment benefits, in addition to other, as yet unquantified benefits. The government made a 
commitment in statute to provide adaptations, but this commitment is not being honoured, as the 
annual increase in need is outstripping provision by a factor of ten. 
 
By investing in the DFG programme, the Treasury could reap substantial rewards. The Office of the 
Deputy Prime Minister (2005) recognised this in 2005: “Tackling issues of discourse, to shift the 
thinking from ‘welfare’ to ‘investment’, is part of the strategic challenge.” [3] 
 
This shift in thinking needs to happen quickly, as the ageing population and overall population 
growth will continue to deepen the accessible housing crisis if change is not made in a timely 
manner. 
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