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Abstract:  House crowding is a key indicator of a population’s socio-economic status, therefore the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) collects data regularly to identify crowding within Australian 
dwellings. The ABS adopts the Canadian National Occupancy Standard (CNOS) to measure Housing 
Appropriateness, which is based on assumed cultural norms of what constitutes an appropriate use. 
We question the sufficiency of the CNOS to measure crowding among distinct cultural and ethnic groups 
living in Australia and offer a qualitative analysis of their lived experiences to explain the cultural values 
that underlie the experience of house crowding. Using data from the 2016 Census of Population and 
Housing, this paper reflects the extent of house crowding among two cultural groups: Australia’s 
Indigenous population and Australia’s Lebanese population, who are both disadvantaged in socio-
economic terms, but with differing cultural needs. However, quantitative methods alone, such as the 
CNOS measures drawing on statistics like Census data, do not illuminate the lived experience of 
crowding experienced by residents. The statistical analysis of house crowding will therefore be followed 
by a qualitative analysis using data collected through in-depth interviews with Lebanese householders 
in Sydney and Brisbane in 2018, and drawing on previous studies of Indigenous householders in Mt Isa 
and Brisbane in 2011 to reflect on the limitations of the CNOS method in detecting and describing the 
nature of house crowding within Indigenous and the Lebanese households in Australia. Our analysis 
challenges two embedded assumptions in the CNOS method: firstly, the assumed way in which people 
use their dwellings; and secondly, the assumption that bedroom sharing is key to the experience of 
house crowding, and thus is a singular factor in determining the Housing Appropriateness of Australian 
dwellings. 
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Introduction 
Global research on crowding1 began about a century ago, in response to a growing world population, 
with researchers’ investigating the implications of crowding on humans in terms of health and residents’ 
experience (Gifford, 1987). This paper aims to investigate the experiences of house crowding among 
two cultural groups: Australia’s Indigenous population and Australia’s Lebanese population, both of 
which are significant cultural groups whose cultural values are distinct from the Anglo-Australian norms, 
and who have been at serious socio-economic disadvantage for decades.  
 
Though crowding and density of inhabitation are linked, they are not equivalent, as Stokols (1972) 
sharply distinguished. Prior to this, researchers were using the terms ‘crowding’ and ‘density’ 
interchangeably (Altman, 1975; Chan, 1999; Gifford, 1987). While density is objective and varies 
according to the geographical scale used to calculate the number of individuals per room, dwelling, city, 
region or country (Gifford, 1987), crowding in contrast refers to a psychological experience, influenced 
by the subjective, culturally-based feeling that ‘too many people are around’ (Gifford 1987, p. 165). 
Therefore, the experience of crowding may vary by person, culture and other factors, though many 
researchers have been oblivious to the social and personal aspects of the phenomena (Gifford, 2014).  
 
Experiencing crowding in primary sittings, such as domestic environments, has been thought to lead to 
profound negative impacts on the mental and physical health of occupants (both children and adults). 
Researchers have found that a lack of privacy in crowded houses contributes to a reduction in the 
physical wellbeing of the inhabitants (Solari and Mare, 2012). Additionally, higher rates of mental 
illnesses, infections and domestic violence have been linked to crowded dwellings (Gifford, 2014; 
Rowley and Ong, 2012). According to Gifford (2014), studies on the impact of high densities of people 
within a home have demonstrated long-term negative effects on the development of children. 
Furthermore, medical studies indicate that crowding can spread disease, sometimes at a chronic level 
(Bailie et al. 2005; Shaw, 2004). Therefore, high-density living, and sometimes crowding, is one of the 
many fundamental indicators of a population’s socio-economic status and other quality of life indicators, 
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accentuating the importance of being able to detect and respond to the problem (Huang, 2003; Solari 
and Mare, 2012). While health studies look at house crowding as a measurable metric based on density, 
an environmental psychology approach understands crowding as a perception, differing between 
individuals, resulting in a stress response that can be mediated by the environment (and other factors), 
including the architectural design of housing (Gifford, 2014) and we take this as an important point of 
consideration in this paper. Gifford (2014) provides a summary of research testing the impact of 
architectural variations on the experience of crowding, for example, how sunlight and ceiling height can 
influence an individual’s perceptions of crowding, while furniture arrangements or the number of spaces 
an occupant needs to pass through while going from room to room are also influential factors. Bell et 
al. (2001) propose that studying the architectural mediators of crowding could lead to the development 
of responses to crowding including modifying existing environments or planning new environments 
where crowding is less likely to affect the occupants.  
 
We use an architectural approach to analyse house crowding, shedding a new light on how it is 
experienced amongst non-Anglo populations in Australia. We demonstrate the inadequacy of current 
metrics used to calculate house crowding, and the value of a cultural approach which explains the 
causes, experiences and alleviation of crowding as influenced by the cultural values of the house’s 
occupants. We also explain how the cultural assumptions embedded in mainstream Australian housing 
designs constrain both Lebanese and Indigenous Australians causing crowding and its flow on effects. 
 
House Crowding: The Multicultural Australian Context  
Detecting and measuring the severity of crowding in order to limit its negative implications is 
undoubtedly important, yet the many limitations to its accurate measurement are well established. Three 
major methods have been used to measure crowding, including correlational studies, field studies and 
laboratory studies (Altman, 1975; Gifford, 2014). Stokols (1972) proposed that an individual’s 
experience results from the conflict between the density of people in a space and the personal and 
social preferences of an individual, thus accounting for cultural factors within an individual’s 
preferences. However, many Australian agencies—including the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS)—continue to use density-based methods to measure crowding (Memmott et al., 2012). The ABS 
adopts the Canadian National Occupancy Standard (CNOS), which has embedded cultural 
assumptions as to what constitutes crowding under particular densities, to produce the Housing 
Suitability (HOSD) measure as an indicator of housing utilisation, and to identify potential house 
crowding among Australian dwellings (ABS, 2017). 
 
The HOSD measure uses number of bedrooms within a dwelling, and the number of occupants, their 
genders, ages and relationship to one another, to determine the dwelling’s adequacy, under the 
following schema (ABS, 2017): 
 

• A bedroom should not be shared by more than two persons who are not a couple. 
 

• Children of different genders under the age of 5 years may reasonably share a bedroom. 
 

• Children of the same gender under the age of 18 years may reasonably share a bedroom. 
 

• Couples, parents and single household members over the age of 18 years should obtain a 
separate bedroom. 
 

• A lone person household may reasonably occupy a bed sitter. 
 
If any of the stipulations above cannot be met, the house is deemed to be crowded, that is, if children 
of different genders over age 5 years must share a bedroom, the household is crowded. This crowding 
measure does not take into account different cultural norms in relation to bedroom sharing, and does 
not account for the occupation of any other spaces within the house, such as the number of bathrooms 
or living areas available.  
 
Clearly, applying one standard across the different cultural groups within Australia neglects the 
multicultural characteristic of contemporary Australian society, and ignores the role of culture in the 
experience of crowding. As Gifford (2014) and others (for example Gillis et. al 1986, and Chan, 1999) 
explain, cultural values could possibly help people to cope with high densities, while at other times these 
values clash with settings of high density, causing stress. Notwithstanding that the CNOS definition 
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continues to be used in Australia to define crowding, its lack of cultural consideration has been 
repeatedly pointed out as a problematic approach, especially when measuring house crowding in 
Australian Indigenous communities. For example, Memmott et al. (2012, p. 255) argued that the CNOS 
measure of house crowding in Australian Indigenous communities was an orthodoxy unrelated to the 
cultural values and lived experiences of Indigenous people in Australia. We further argue here that it is 
also insufficient to assess Lebanese people’s experiences of house crowding, demonstrating that the 
cultural mis-match with the CNOS measure it is not an isolated case regarding Indigenous cultural 
values, but that there is an ongoing assumption of Anglo norms which likely do not fit a number of 
cultural minorities across Australia. 
 
That CNOS measures do, in fact, embed a cultural component into their purportedly objective 
measurement of crowding. CNOS incorporates Anglo cultural norms of privacy and individuality in 
bedroom usage, as the basis for evaluating the utilisation of dwellings across Australia, for all people. 
These norms are also present within housing design, given that the number and size of bedrooms, (to 
follow the CNOS measure as our basis) are also informed by an imagined Anglo cultural usage and 
typical family size and structure. The continued persistence of these norms, and their invisibility within 
an ostensibly objective measure like CNOS, provides a serious challenge to meeting the needs of 
culturally diverse housing users in Australia. Furthermore, the CNOS metric limits the evaluation of 
house utilisation to bedrooms within a dwelling, excluding other important considerations such as the 
size of those bedrooms and availability of other amenities including the number of toilets, living areas 
and available storage, which—as we show in the present study—all affect the experiences of crowding. 
 
Given that crowding has been identified as a problem particularly affecting low socio-economic groups, 
which include many non-Anglo-Australians, it is imperative to reconsider the dominance of the CNOS 
to evaluate crowding in Australia. In addition to the recognition of crowding among Australia’s 
Indigenous population (ABS, 2012), migrant families in Australia also commonly practice multi-
generational living with up to three generations sharing a dwelling, sometimes in crowded conditions 
(Thomas, 2003). Severe crowding and poor-quality housing are also identified problems among 
refugees internationally, whose crowded accommodation can occasionally be classified as a form of 
secondary homelessness (Flatau et al., 2015; Foley and Beer, 2003). 
 
It is impractical to produce a culturally-specific model to measure crowding for each group in Australian 
society, but there has been little study on the commonalities and differences of crowding perceptions 
between cultural groups, despite calls for research to understand crowding comparatively (Gifford, 
2014). Indeed, there is a need for a much deeper understanding of the variety of domestic cultural 
practises to illuminate how people want to inhabit their dwellings without feeling crowded, which speaks 
to the architectural nature of this research. This is a huge and overdue research task, which we begin 
to address, in part, in this paper. Identification of common needs within a dwelling is a beneficial initial 
step towards supplementing the current CNOS method of measurement which is usually used alone. 
The analysis provided here contributes to understanding crowding amongst non-Anglo cultural groups 
and can be used in future comparative analysis in the Australian context.   
 
The paper uses qualitative methods to examine the role of culture and its interaction with house design, 
on the experience of house crowding within two culturally distinct Australian communities: Australia's 
Lebanese community and Australia’s Indigenous community. These two groups are both distinctly 
different to the dominant Anglo-Australian culture, and experience some of the most severe 
disadvantage in Australia.2  Lebanese and Indigenous Australians are frequent targets of racist attacks, 
discrimination that limits housing choices, employment and their overall economic success (e.g. Hugo, 
1995; Macdonald et al., 2018; Borooah and Mangan, 2007; Jones, 1994). Previous research has 
identified that housing design for Indigenous people relies on cultural sensitivity for success (Memmott 
el al., 2003), yet contemporary Australian metrics on housing use still rely on ethnocentric measures of 
housing suitability. We here also examine the experiences of the Lebanese community, the largest 
Middle Eastern community in Australia (ABS, 2016), and their housing experiences. Whilst the majority 
of Lebanese Australians are Christians,3 we suspect that our findings may also have relevance to other 
Middle Eastern groups and the broader Muslim community. This is due to the fact that the sample 
recruited for the purposes of this study were mainly of the Muslim faith. We examine further aspects of 
how these two cultural groups intersect with the dominant Anglo-Australian culture through housing 
design and how this affects Indigenous and Lebanese people’s experiences of crowding. 
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Methods 
Given the arguments above on the relationship between crowding and design, and the insufficiency of 
the bedroom-only based metrics for measuring crowding, this study utilised ethnographic research to 
examine crowding among the Lebanese and Indigenous communities, complemented by an analysis 
of ABS statistics to establish housing crowding experiences by these communities.  
 
Statistical review of Lebanese and Indigenous crowding in Australia 
We use ABS statistics to reflect on the frequency and severity of crowding amongst Lebanese and 
Indigenous populations in Australia. An overview of these statistics is given to explain the number of 
people within typical Lebanese and Indigenous houses, and thus their vulnerability to crowding, 
notwithstanding the limitations of statistics based on the CNOS model to reveal crowding as 
experienced by occupants, which is our interest. 
 
Qualitative examination of crowding 
To examine how crowding is experienced we consider the architectural design of a house, in 
conjunction with the resident’s cultural values described through an interview and a house visit. The 
analysis of the Lebanese community’s experience of house crowding is based on information collected 
by Shaweesh through digitally recorded in-depth interviews with eight members of six different 
Australian Lebanese households. The interviews took place (from 2016 to 2018) in the residences of 
participants in different locations across Sydney and Brisbane metropolitan areas. During the 
interviews, a household tour was undertaken, which included furniture mapping, photographic recording 
and drawing plan diagrams. Participants were asked to report: 1. their perception of any crowding, as 
well as their past and present daily activities; 2. the change or substitution of space usage in relation to 
temporal factors affecting the household structure, such as age, marital status and occupation of the 
residents; and 3. the flow of people into and out of the dwelling. The total duration of the interview and 
the household tour lasted between 40 minutes and 2 hours, and both Arabic and English languages 
were used to encourage participants to express their perceptions of place and crowding more deeply. 
Occasionally, multiple members from the same household were interviewed to detect individual 
differences among householders. Purposive sampling across Brisbane and Sydney metropolitan areas 
was used to recruit participants with consideration to age, place of birth (both first and second 
generation Australians were interviewed), gender and location. 
 
The analysis of Indigenous people’s experiences of crowding is based on a study conducted in 2011 
for an Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) project which undertook qualitative 
interviews and mapping of house utilisation with Aboriginal householders in urban centres in Australia 
(Memmott et al., 2012). Householders living in settings with large numbers of residents, who were 
therefore more likely to experience crowding, and who lived in (mostly) public housing were selected, 
and further interviewees were recruited using a snowballing technique. Participants were asked to 
explain their perceptions of what makes a house feel crowded, and to give examples of when and how 
this occurred. Participants were asked about regular, everyday activities, and occasional more specific 
instances, such as funerals or community events that added visitors to their house. The relationship 
between hosting visitors, cultural identity and values emerged as a key theme, as did the specific ways 
in which spaces within the house were utilised, in conflict with expected uses assumed in the house 
design. 
 
These interviews were conducted by a University researcher, accompanied by a local Indigenous 
community research assistant for each community. Each interview lasted approximately one hour and 
following this a sketch of the house’s layout with the utilisation of space for each room was made and  
photographs were also taken if participants agreed. In some cases, participants helped to note onto the 
house plan sketch where visitors were accommodated within the house. The results from this study 
discussed here will focus on the Queensland case study areas from this project: Mt Isa, a city in north 
west Queensland where 21 householders were interviewed; and Inala, a suburb in Brisbane, 
Queensland’s capital city, where 18 householders were interviewed (see Memmott et al. (2012) for 
details of the entire study). 
 
We compare these two different cultural groups and their circumstances by analysing where participants 
reported that their cultural values clashed with their house design, and then we examine the how the 
designed embedded certain expectations of residents, linked to typical Anglo cultural values. Though 
the research sites are temporally and geographically distant, the methods undertaken for both sites and 
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groups was similar and allows for an analysis of how culture and design intersect across two different 
settings. Furthermore, the current analysis presents a renewed examination of both the collection of 
statistics on crowding within Australia, and what, if any, effect these are having on the provision of 
housing for non-Anglo Australian groups.  
 
The following section presents a quantitative analysis, and discussion of house crowding among the 
Lebanese population in Australia, using the 2016 Census of Population and Housing data.4 
 
The 2016 Census of Population and Housing 
Despite the inability of quantitative data to reflect on the lived experience of individuals, it remains 
important in detecting potential house crowding among the Australian population. The census data used 
in this analysis was the 2016 Census–Counting Persons, Place of Enumeration which presented 
Housing Suitability (HOSD) values among Australia's Lebanese population according to variables 
including family household composition, location, religious affiliation and the number of children in the 
family.5 It will also discuss HOSD among Australia’s Indigenous population as measured in the 2014-
15 NATSISS, the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey.  
 
The HOSD data collected by Shaweesh included people that self-identify through Lebanese ancestry6 
instead of Lebanese birthplace alone, to incorporate cultural values of the Lebanese-identifying 
community who may have been born in Australia. The data references the terms household utilisation, 
under-utilisation,7 and over-utilisation,8 all based on CNOS standards of bedroom occupant composition 
and density, as discussed earlier. The data indicated that:  
 

• Most Australian Lebanese (79.5%) lived in either adequately or under-utilised dwellings. 
However, more Australian Lebanese people (19.5%) lived in over-utilised dwellings, compared 
with the general Australian population (7.5%). 
 

• Over-utilisation among Australia’s Lebanese population (19.5%) was significantly higher than that 
among the Anglo-Celtic ancestry population, having approximately eight times the occurrence of 
the Welsh-ancestry population (2.5%), seven times that of the Scottish-ancestry population (3%) 
and five times that of the English-ancestry population (4%). 
 

• The Australian-Lebanese population living in multi-family households were more likely to live in 
over-utilised dwellings (18%) than those in single-family households. Of those in over-utilised 
dwellings, about 40% of two-family households and 62% of three or more family households lived 
in over-utilised dwellings. 
 

• Over-utilisation was significantly higher among the Muslim Lebanese population in Australia, 
compared with the Lebanese population affiliated with other religions. Approximately 29% of the 
Muslim Lebanese population occupied over-utilised dwellings. 

 
Research examining house crowding in Australia has been mainly directed towards the Australia’s 
Indigenous population (Herath and Bentley, 2017), reflecting their high prevalence of living in crowded 
conditions. The 2014-15 NATSISS data (ABS, 2016) indicated that Indigenous households (29,000 
households) are three times more likely to experience house crowding (10%) compared to other 
Australian households (3%, corresponding to 258,300 households, based on the Survey of Income and 
Housing; AIHW 2017).  The 2014-15 NATSISS data (ABS, 2016) has also revealed that: 
 

• About one fifth of the Indigenous population (18%) over the age of 15 were living in crowded 
houses. 

 
• House crowding was more likely to be experienced by Indigenous Australians living in remote 

areas (36%) compared to those living in non-remote areas (25%). 
 
• Young Indigenous Australians were more likely to experience house crowding than older age 

groups. About one quarter of the Indigenous population under the age of 15 and aged between 
15-24 lived in crowded houses (24% and 25% respectively).  
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• The rate of crowding was the highest in the Northern Territory (53%), particularly in very remote 
areas where two-thirds of the population (67%) lived in crowded conditions (compared to 36% in 
remote areas and 31% in non-remote areas). 

 
In addition to an identified  problem of house crowding, one in seven (15%) Indigenous Australians 
aged 15 or over reported living in dwellings that lack one or more essential components for healthy 
living (including facilities for washing people, clothes and bedding; safely removing waste; and enabling 
the safe storage and cooking of food).  
 
Indigenous households are, on average, both larger than the average Australian household, and have 
lower than average household and personal incomes (ABS, 2012). Australia’s Indigenous population is 
also one of the fastest growing groups in Australia, increasing 20% between the 2006 and 2011 Census 
points, and a further 18% to the 2016 Census. This growing population, including a higher percentage 
of young people, means that the importance of housing for Indigenous people is increasing, and it ought 
to match resident’s needs, including their cultural values. This data indicates to us that further 
understanding of how crowding is experienced by people who live with high densities of people, and 
how the experience of crowding interacts with culture and house design, is essential to better 
comprehend how to assess and respond to these issues. 
 
The Cultural Influence of Crowding 
Lebanese and Indigenous people have distinctive, culturally-specific preferences and residential 
behaviours, which we explain below, that affect their experiences of crowding. The analysis focuses on 
two main aspects of the social and cultural life that influence the interaction between the studied 
communities and their dwellings: family relationships within a house, and behaviour mechanisms to 
achieve desired privacy. These experiences are likely to be ongoing, and thus can cause frequent and 
long-term episodes of crowding-related stress. We acknowledge that there are further aspects of culture 
that we do not examine here in detail, which may also affect experiences of crowding for Lebanese and 
Indigenous people in Australia, and that these are examined elsewhere and in planned future research 
(see Memmott et al., 2012; Herath and Bentley, 2017; Keys Young, 1998; Jones, 1994). 
 
Privacy and Crowding 
Personal requirements for privacy vary widely across societies, cultures and religions, and amongst 
individuals (Gifford 1987). Privacy is a requirement of all Lebanese households that participated in the 
study, but their perceptions of privacy varied dramatically from Anglo perceptions, and were both 
culturally and personally dependent. Nevertheless, the study identified a common privacy gradient 
among participating households, which operates across multiple levels: privacy from strangers, privacy 
from visitors around whom formal behaviour is not required and privacy from visitors around whom 
formal behaviour is required. The study revealed that occupants who do not achieve their desired 
privacy from visitors (around whom formal behaviour is either required or not required) feel crowded. In 
this case, the desired privacy is generated by two factors: the gender of visitors and their relationship 
to the occupants. 
 
Generally speaking, Lebanese householders associate a desired level of privacy with each domestic 
space. Some spaces are suitable to host all visitors (low privacy zones), including people around whom 
formal behaviour is required; other spaces are suitable to host close friends of family members around 
whom formal behaviour is not required (medium privacy zones); and private spaces function as a 
personal space of each occupant (high privacy zones). Finding houses that match the participant’s 
desired privacy across all rooms was a difficult task. They usually preferred to reside within suburbs of 
high Lebanese population and near to their extended families, limiting their housing options to the 
housing types available in those areas. This desire was to alleviate fears of experiencing racism in other 
areas with fewer Lebanese people, and to live near supportive family and community networks. 
 
The main source of feeling crowded for Lebanese householders emerges from their limited ability to 
achieve visual privacy from visitors, around whom formal behaviour is required, who they sought to 
prevent from seeing into spaces with higher privacy requirements. Stress for occupants is increased 
when  this visual privacy cannot be achieved, such as when gender segregation is required in the case 
of non-family members visiting the family, typically within Lebanese Muslim families. In these cases, 
two types of coping mechanisms were adopted: 
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• Restricting the mobility of residents who do not wish be seen by certain visitors (usually non-
family members of the opposite gender). This behaviour is adopted when the circulation between 
zones of higher privacy is interrupted by zones that are less private within the house. For 
example, women residents restrict their mobility within their house, when resident men are 
hosting male friends. If the spatial layout of the house does not allow the women to access certain 
areas in the house, such as the kitchen or the bathroom, without maintaining their visual privacy, 
the occupants can feel crowded. This contrasts with the CNOS consideration of privacy in the 
house, which assumes that the privacy needs of individuals are only related to the use of the 
bedrooms. 

 
• Reluctantly hosting visitors within areas that do not meet the occupants’ desired privacy. For 

example, women participants did not feel it was appropriate to let visiting men watch them while 
performing duties in the kitchen, but this was unavoidable within the house design, which lead to 
them feeling crowding when visitors were hosted in a living room that has visual access to the 
kitchen.  

 
These observations accentuate the need to avoid limiting privacy and crowding definitions to the use of 
bedrooms alone, and to expand this to consider the impact of how other spaces in the dwelling, and the 
cultural norms of non-Anglo householders. Interestingly, bedroom sharing did not necessarily induce 
feeling of being crowded among the Lebanese participants of this study, contrasting again with the 
CNOS definition. While bedroom sharing was practised among most participating households 
(Households 1, 2, 3, 4 and 6), bedroom sharing was not reported as causing the feeling of being 
crowded in a house, except in one case. Household 4, the only situation where bedroom sharing was 
practised by two householders who were not siblings, nor a couple but in this case, a bedroom was 
shared by a mother and her disabled adult son due to the lack of bedrooms in the dwelling, which they 
felt was crowded. 
 
As the tendency of Australian dwellings to feature open-plan designs continues to grow (Dowling, 2008), 
it is worth noting that challenges of adapting behaviour in open-plan spaces is not only limited to 
Lebanese women as explained above. Dowling (2008) reflected on the experience of middle-class 
women in open-plan living areas in suburban Sydney houses. The study revealed that while open-plan 
living has increased the women’s control over the domestic space by allowing them to interact with the 
occupants while performing domestic duties (Dowling, 2008, p. 542), it has also induced anxiety among 
women as they shift between their roles as “mothers” and “homemakers” (pp. 547-548). Dowling’s 
(2008) study participants described their open-living spaces as more prone to cluttering of objects and 
occasionally being less friendly to children who are learning to crawl or walk.  
 
Bell and colleagues’ (2001) propose that we can respond to crowding through modifying existing 
environments by reconsidering architectural variations. This can be tested by our examination of 
people’s adaptation to housing. As an example, the following set of diagrams (see Figure 1) illustrate 
the desired privacy of internal spaces of Households 1, 2 and 6 as reported by the participants. The 
diagrams of Households 1 and 2 demonstrate the overlap of the circulation path that links private zones 
with zones of low privacy, which might result in limiting occupants’ circulation within their house while 
hosting certain visitors. This formal behaviour may include the need to wear modest clothing that is not 
normally required in front of immediate family members, and other behaviours that impact a relaxed 
occupation of home.9 The diagrams also show how simple modifications of the existing environment, 
or better planning of a dwelling, may help solve the issue of crowding experienced by the householders. 
The conflicting privacy requirements are avoided by adding privacy compartments which limit visual 
interaction between low privacy zones and the circulation path to high privacy zones, thereby protecting 
the privacy of occupants who wish to avoid the obligation to dress and behave formally within their own 
home.  
 
Conversely, Household 6—the only household in the study that did not report the experience of 
crowding—exemplifies an ideal separation of spaces based on privacyzones , that is, where no 
intersection occurs between the path connecting areas of high privacy (a living room, bedrooms and a 
toilet used only by residents) and the other areas of low privacy (where there is a possibility of non-
family members being present), with clear separation between zones per desired privacy. This dwelling 
is two-stories and this vertical separation provides a clear privacy gradient for the occupants and their 
guests. Clearly house design, cultural values and house density intersect in ways that are seldom 
considered in either typical Australian speculative housing designs, or housing research. 
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Figure 1: Privacy and circulation of participating Lebanese households 1, 2 and 6 
 

 
Source: Authors (2019). 

 
Privacy and Spatial Layout in Dwellings: The Case of Australia’s Indigenous 
Community 
The desire for both close proximity of family and community, and appropriate privacy within a house is 
–like the Lebanese example above–a key factor for Indigenous householders. The cultural values that 
drive perceptions of crowding and privacy are different to both Lebanese and Anglo-Australian (as 
defined in CNOS) norms but they are often not accommodated by housing designs, constrained by 
limitations caused by planning, amenities available and rooms sizes.  
 
Privacy is perceived very differently in Indigenous cultures to Anglo norms embedded within current 
crowding measures. Strong family bonds mean that, like Lebanese families, there is a desire for large 
numbers of people to be within one household together, and there are culturally-based rules that assist 
families in maintaining privacy (and therefore harmonious sharing) in these settings. Research indicated 
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that Indigenous families maintain privacy through culturally appropriate use of bedrooms that does not 
conform to the CNOS guidelines on bedroom usage, but that does maintain Indigenous culture and 
family relationships, and norms of privacy. 
 

• Bedrooms were shared based on divisions of gender and generation, that is, sister-cousins and 
brother-cousins10 often shared bedrooms, even as adults, when not partnered. This is not 
considered crowded by most people as long as space available was adequate. The CNOS 
dictates that no one over 18 should share a bedroom, unless with a spouse, was not considered 
appropriate. For many, sharing with a sister-cousin or brother-cousin was a very happy situation. 

 
• Prioritisation of a private bedroom to older generations, especially grandparents or their 

generation, aligned with an overall respect for the needs and comfort of Elders. Nevertheless, 
when an Elder was a householder, they may give up this priority and sleep in the lounge or 
kitchen to free up a bedroom, or to be in a location to enable household surveillance and peace-
keeping. This vigilance reflects an overall concern for the privacy of everyone within the house, 
which can be safeguarded by this vigilant Elder who could ensure appropriate use of household 
spaces. 

 
• Nuclear families with small children were given a bedroom of their own where possible. This was 

used to give privacy and enable a good sleeping situation for small children and their parents 
who may have an earlier bed-time compared to other householders or visitors. Sometimes a 
couple would keep their bedroom private and maintain their exclusive use, without children, 
despite high numbers in the house. This was used as a mechanism to allow some control over 
privacy and quietness enabling a householder to cope better with high numbers in the house 
overall. 

 
• Some grandmothers shared bedrooms with their young grandchildren to enable more free 

bedrooms in the rest of the house. Like parent-child sharing this enabled a quiet room for young 
children and a close relative to ensure they slept well, and who was willing to sacrifice their own 
solitude. Again, this was not usually defined as crowded.  

 
• Bedrooms were often used as living rooms for those who occupied them for sleeping, and may 

also have a TV, fridge and storage, acting as a base for an entire family at times. This enabled 
people to get away from others, control their space and possessions and leave other areas for 
others to use. 

 
For a visual explanation of the above settings see the example in Figure 2 which compares normal use 
of a large household with its usage over Christmas time with large numbers of visitors already there 
and expected to arrive. This house was a rare instance of two bathrooms to facilitate access for a 
resident with a disability.  
 
The housing-culture mismatch was caused by lack of sufficient amenities in many households, such as 
a lack of adequate bathrooms, toilets, storage and living spaces to accommodate all people living within 
the house. This led to stress not caused by the bedroom density but by other clashes such as a lack of 
space for distinct generational groups to gather, or for appropriate avoidance behaviour (see Fantin 
(2003), for further details of Yolngu avoidance behaviour as an example). 
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Figure 2: Indigenous house use A. During normal time B. During Christmas time 
 

 
Source: Memmott et al. (2012, p. 88-89) 

 
Family Relationships and the Experience of House Crowding 
Strong family ties increases the need for dwellings capable of hosting large numbers of frequent visitors. 
Many Lebanese migrants are part of an identified pattern of chain migration, which has been linked to 
clustering of the Lebanese population within geographic locations (Hugo, 1995). Similarly, Indigenous 
households in Australia are not only overall larger than the typical broader Australian households 
(Jones, 1994; ABS, 2012) but also have higher visitor numbers according to the Memmott and 
colleagues’ research on crowding (Memmott et al., 2012). In addition to the explanation of how cultural 
factors influence how spaces within the house are used and shared above, we here explain how family 
relationships influence perceptions of housing and in particular the larger numbers of people who use 
houses in both the Lebanese and Indigenous communities. 
 
Family Relationships and The Experience of House Crowding: The Case of Australia’s 
Lebanese Community 
Some participating Lebanese households (2, 3, 4 and 5) reported hosting family gatherings of up to 50 
persons frequently (ranging from once a week to every three to four months)—an indirect source of 
feeling crowded. In some cases, such activities were a major factor in the residential choice of 
participating households, in efforts to avoid feeling crowded. Households 5 and 6 selected their 
dwellings according to their ability to comfortably accommodate large numbers of visitors. An alternative 
arrangement was adopted by other households (1 and 3), who hosted such activities in other family 
members’ houses (in both cases, the parents’ house) living nearby. 
 
While having many family members around the house itself has not been reported as an unpleasant 
experience by Lebanese participants, catering for such activities in dwellings that are not designed to 
accommodate large gatherings may result in feeling crowded in the house. For example, Household 4 
used two spaces that would typically be allocated as bedrooms as additional living areas to cater for 
the family’s need to host family and friends frequently, providing a total of three indoor, and two outdoor 
living areas. This led to a loss of personal space of some occupants, resulting in them feeling crowded 
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in their dwelling even when visitors were not around. Additional living rooms were needed, not only for 
adequate space to host visitors, but also to allow the family members to separate into subgroups 
including older family members (male or female), young female family members and young male family 
members. The formation of groups within the gathering is not guided by explicit rules; participants 
described it as a ‘spontaneous arrangement’ taking place repeatedly at family gatherings (regardless 
of location), making the event a comfortable experience. Therefore, the dwelling’s ability to respond to 
a high density of users (for example, hosting 50 people in a dwelling for a few hours) should be assessed 
beyond the density per area, and should include cultural practices such as the formation of groups 
based on age and gender. 
 
Like the Lebanese example above, Indigenous people in Inala and Mt Isa had similar desires and 
obligations for patterns of visitation by large extended families that constituted a key element of their 
cultural and identity systems. For our Indigenous participants, visits ranged from family-oriented visits 
to ensure that important connections were maintained over time, to event-specific visits such as for 
funerals, Christmas holidays or other events. More culturally-specific reasons for additional visitors, 
such as children spending time living with a relative, or having an ‘open house’ policy in which generosity 
to both family and community is extended very broadly were also present. It is important to note that 
these factors were not seen as the cause of crowding by the householders, as explained by one 
householder who stated “we are good-hearted people, we like to share” (Greenop and Memmott, 2014). 
We advocate for a culture-based analysis of Indigenous people’s house crowding.  
 
Strong bonds between extended family members means that it is a desire and expectation to spend 
time living together, especially during significant family events. While a funeral or family celebration 
instigated visit by one family to another’s house, the visits can extend more than days into weeks or 
months, depending on circumstances. Extended visits such as these were also made in response to 
difficult circumstances such as family breakdown, or positive circumstances such as school holidays. 
Obligations to family are strong, and reciprocal, and though poorly understood by Anglo-centric housing 
authorities, it must be stressed that most Indigenous people did not, and did not want to, deny their 
family hospitality within their house. 
 
The practice of immersive sociality affected how many people accessed a house and its amenities, and 
followed the cultural value that people should be with other people, and that leaving someone alone is 
rarely desired and was considered rude in some Indigenous communities (Musharbash, 2008). In the 
2012 Memmott and colleagues study, it was reported that many households were ‘permeable’, that is, 
they had an open-door policy for friends and family to drop by without notice, both for casual 
socialisation, and for more long-term visitation or access to meals and other household services, such 
as showers and meals (Memmott et al. 2012, p. 80-81). Neither of these kinds of visiting are captured 
in census data and thus how Indigenous households are used everyday by their residents and visitors 
is poorly understood. 
 
The coping strategy by Indigenous householders for these larger numbers included: 
 

• Use of tents within the garden to sleep additional visitors. 
 
• Retreating to spaces of refuge within the house for peace and quiet when needed, if these were 

available. 
 
• Household heads acting to manage any stress-inducing behaviour. More experienced household 

heads seemed to suffer less stress than those with less experience at managing their visitors. 
 
• Sharing visiting kin amongst other nearby family members if numbers became too high for the 

household. 
 
House plans did not easily accommodate larger visitor numbers because the typical plan for a house 
includes just one living space and one bathroom, a larger ‘master bedroom’ and smaller secondary 
bedrooms. The designs typically lacked places for separate adult conversation, or for extra visitors to 
stay during a major family event. While many people had advanced capacity to adapt and creatively 
problem solve this, doing so added to their stress levels, even if not in the form of feeling crowded. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 
Our analysis above argues that the current dependency on density-based models of crowding and 
housing utilisation, such as the CNOS, is problematic in Australia’s multicultural society. In addition, 
such data measures housing utilisation separately from basic functions such as working facilities, 
meaning that it is difficult to get an overall picture of how housing meets the needs of its occupants. We 
argue that these factors (sufficient space and lack of crowding) together with adequately functioning 
amenities ought to be considered in one category–that of adequate housing. The current measures 
embed Anglo cultural assumptions about the way people use their dwellings and in fact, the CNOS 
method does not necessarily detect bedroom sharing in a dwelling, even though it is preoccupied with 
this factor at the expense of others. For example, both Lebanese and Indigenous participants used 
living rooms as sleeping areas, while some chose to co-sleep with a child under five years of age (not 
induced by a lack of space; see Figure 2) despite bedrooms being available. 
 
Along with Anglo norms of crowding measurement, design norms also follow Anglo-centric assumptions 
about typical sizes of families and typical behaviours, that do not fit with either the Lebanese or 
Indigenous households discussed above. Australian houses tend to be designed with a ‘master 
bedroom’ that is larger and establishes the hierarchy of the assumed heterosexual couple who head a 
nuclear household of not very many children with no additional families or single adults sharing the 
house. This does not fit with the large extended families and large numbers of visitors desired by many 
Lebanese and Indigenous families. Indigenous cultures in which sharing and being generous to family 
and community is an expected norm, is not the cause of crowding, instead the clash between these 
cultural values and the housing available is at the root of the problem. Similarly, the Lebanese 
community in Australia is seeking to sustain and enjoy their cultural values but housing that supports 
this is rare. Armstrong (2000) found that Australian dwellings struggle to cater for customary large family 
gatherings, though Australian Lebanese families do search for dwellings where the interior can be 
opened up to cater for their cultural and social life. 
 
The analysis presented above demonstrates that house crowding can arise through various means, 
including the dwelling’s capacity, or incapacity, to host frequent visitors; the arrangement of domestic 
spaces in relation to cultural hierarchies of privacy; and the number and quality of other spaces in the 
dwelling. The uses designers propose for spaces are not always their only use, for example people 
sleep in kitchens or living area living areas when needed or convert ‘bedrooms’ to living areas to best 
fit their personal and cultural preferences, and the spaces available. Bedroom sharing remains an 
inadequate measure of housing suitability and further factors need to be considered, including provision 
of living and flexible use spaces. 
 
The study also analysed the effect of a dwelling’s architectural variations on the lived experience of 
crowding among the Lebanese and Indigenous participants. For example, the gap between the 
occupants’ desired privacy and their achieved privacy affects their experience of crowding, a factor that 
is highly influenced by the Lebanese and Indigenous participants’ cultural and/or religious needs. 
 
We propose that responding to crowding is a shared responsibility between Australian agencies and 
architects (or housing providers). Australian agencies, including the ABS, need to develop their 
assessments beyond the exclusive use of the current bedroom density-based methods to measure 
crowding and housing utilisation and begin to incorporate cultural considerations of our culturally diverse 
society. Crowding needs to be further investigated from a micro perspective through qualitative data 
analysis to better understand the personal experiences of people within different cultural groups. 
Integrating qualitative data in the crowding measuring method not only uncovers the cultural specificities 
behind any house crowding detected through quantitative methods, but also improves the response to 
the issue to be more culturally considerate. Cultural needs should also be part of the design process to 
produce houses where crowding is less likely to occur by considering the suitable number of amenities 
other than the number of bedrooms, the spatial arrangement of internal spaces and possible living 
arrangements such as multi-family households. 
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1 The term ‘overcrowding’ is also often used, but we use the term crowding only, both for simplicity and clarity, and 
to avoid ‘overcrowding’ which is confusing and possible a tautology. 

2 Betts and Healy (2008) discuss the social disadvantage among Australia’s Lebanese population, while the 
Indigenous population’s circumstances are discussed in Memmott et al. (2012). 

3 By 2016, there were approximately 230,000 Australians who reported “Lebanese” as their ancestry. Among these, 
48% were Christians, 39.9% were Muslims and 6% had secular or other spiritual believes (ABS, 2016). 

4 The data exhibited in the analysis have been produced using the online tool TableBuilder Pro provided by the 
ABS (2016). 

5 This data was withdrawn from the ABS website during the time of writing this paper, therefore, this section is 
based on the data accessed and stored in June 2018 detailing HOSD of Australia’s Lebanese population as 
measured in the 2016 Census of Population and Housing. 

6 Respondents to the 2016 Census of Population and Housing are able to provide up to two ancestries in the 
survey. For the purpose of this research, an Ancestry Multi-Response (ANCP) variable has been applied to 
produce the relevant data. The applied ANCP variable includes all respondents who indicated Lebanese as 
their first or second ancestry. For more information, see 2900.0 - Census of Population and Housing: 
Understanding the Census and Census Data, Australia, 2016 (ABS, 2017). 

7 Under-utilisation refers to dwellings with one or more bedrooms spare according to the CNOS measures of 
crowding. 

8 Over-utilisation refers to dwellings where one or more extra bedrooms are needed according to the CNOS 
measures of crowding. 

9 See Othman (2016) for a detailed understanding of modesty in Islam and the impact of cultural differences among 
Muslim nations in relation to clothing requirements in domestic spaces. 

10 Sister-cousins and brother-cousins are used here as to describe the relationships in contemporary Indigenous 
families in which both parallel- and cross-cousins are defined as sister or brother. Additional relatives may also 
fall into the cousin or sibling category depending on individual family relationships. See Heath, Bor, Thompson 
and Cox (2013). 
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