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Preface

Last year Latinos United engaged in a broad 
consultation process with 500 leaders from 
across the Chicago metropolitan region to 
identify the main issues impacting the quality 
of life of Latino families. Housing, education 
and immigration were identified as the top is-
sues. Subsequent interviews were carried out 
with community residents, elected officials 
and experts in each of these areas to find the 
specific components of a policy and advocacy 
agenda. This process helped us identify hous-
ing overcrowding as one of the greatest chal-
lenges facing communities with large num-
bers of Latino residents. The tensions that this 
issue generates among old and new residents 
have prompted municipalities to take action, 
primarily by enforcing housing occupancy 
codes. However, these codes, and the man-
ner in which they are enforced, have been an 
insufficient—and sometimes arbitrary—ap-
proach for addressing such a complex issue. 

In response, Latinos United began collecting 
data on housing overcrowding that could in-
spire sound policies and practices. This study 
constitutes a first step in that direction. To our 
surprise, few studies in the US shed light on 
this issue and its impact on Latinos and the 
communities where they live. Under the cir-
cumstances, existing policies seem to come 
more from habit than from properly docu-
mented facts. Our study, Bajo el Mismo Techo 
(Under the Same Roof), analyzes this current 
complexity by looking at issues of housing af-
fordability and design as well as community 
education and integration.  We hope that our 
preliminary findings inspire new efforts on 
the part of researchers, municipalities, policy 
analysts, and communities to develop prac-
tices and policies that deal with overcrowding 
on a pro-active basis.

Overcrowding has become particularly im-
portant in suburbs with high rates of Latino 
growth. Demographic changes and the lack 
of policies and programs to integrate new 
comers have made such issues more contro-
versial in these municipalities. Although this 
report focuses on the entire metropolitan 
region, we examined the cases of Elgin, Ad-
dison and Blue Island in more detail, primarily 
because the mayors of these localities were 
open to our study and made their staff and 
records available to us. 

This report provides a summary of available 
knowledge on housing overcrowding and 
some of the issues involved in policy develop-
ment. It gives voice to Latino residents direct-
ly impacted by tensions and practices in the 
municipalities impacted. Study participants 
acknowledged the differences of perspective 
on this issue but suggested that both Lati-
nos and non-Latinos in these municipalities 
should seek solutions together and use this 
as an opportunity to build community.  Both 
groups agreed that they had a common stake 
in this issue and wished to collaborate in its 
solution. 

The challenges municipalities experience due 
to the changes in demographics and the eco-
nomic realities of the region, require strong 
leadership to integrate new residents into 
their new communities and to maintain social 
harmony while ensuring economic prosperity 
for all.

Jesus Garcia  
Board President

Maricela Garcia
Executive Director

February 2008
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1. Introduction

Figure 1

In 1980, for the first time in nearly half a cen-
tury, national rates of household overcrowd-
ing began to rise.  An analysis of 2000 Census 
data shows that overcrowded households 
increased by 900,000 in the 1980s, followed 
by another jump of 1.5 million households 
in the subsequent decade.1  This increase 
has not happened uniformly across regions, 
or equally among all people, however.  Over-
crowded households tend to be low-income, 

foreign-born immigrants from Latin America 
and are more likely to be renters than hom-
eowners.2   In absolute numbers, American 
Housing Survey data show that overcrowded 
Latino households doubled between 1985 
and 2005.3   In contrast, during that same pe-
riod the number of overcrowded households 
decreased by 33 percent among non-Hispanic 
whites and by 45 percent among non-Hispan-
ic blacks (figure 1).4 

 1 Simmons (2002).
 2 Myers et al. (1996); HUD (2007); McConnell & Ready (2003);Lipman (2003).
 3 HUD (2007).  “Measuring Overcrowding in Housing.”  American Housing Survey data.
 4 Ibid.
 5 More than one person per room (PPR).
 6 Addison, Aurora, Berwyn, Blue Island, Carpentersville, Cicero, Elgin, Joliet, and Waukegan.
 7 2000 Census.
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Paralleling the national trend, overcrowded 
households5 in Chicago’s suburbs are also on 
the rise, and Latinos are particularly affected.  
In nine of Chicago’s suburban communities 
with large Latino populations,6  the number 

of overcrowded housing units leapt by an av-
erage of 133 percent between 1990 and 2000 
(figure 2).  Census data from 2000 show that 
an average of 75 percent of these overcrowd-
ed units were occupied by Latinos (figure 3).7

Change in Overcrowded Households (>1.0 PPR)
1985 and 2005 American Housing Survey
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1. Introduction
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Figure 2

Figure 3

Percent Increase in Overcrowded Units from 1990 - 2000
1990 and 2000 Census
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2000 Census
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Data show that Latinos in the suburbs are most 
likely to be affected by overcrowding, but de-
scriptive statistics do not necessarily tell the 
full story of why rates among Latino house-
holds are so high.  Are Latinos more likely to 
be overcrowded because of culturally-driven 
choices?  Is it because low-wage jobs and the 
high cost of suburban housing entice them to 
share the rent or mortgage payment? Is it an 
effort on the part of Latino extended families 
to pool their resources to purchase a home 
for all of them to live? Or are there combined 
or alternative explanations?

Although Census data describe the profile of 
who tends to be overcrowded, they do not 
explain why overcrowding is a problem per se.  
Is it a public health problem that endangers 
overcrowded occupants?  Is it largely a quali-
ty-of-life problem for neighboring homeown-
ers who resent it? Is it true that overcrowding 
causes property values to decrease?  Or is 
overcrowding a more complex societal is-
sue that includes—and transcends—public 
health and quality-of-life concerns?

Without adequate information about over-
crowding to answer these questions, it is dif-
ficult to craft an effective policy response.  
Municipal interventions in several Chicago 
suburbs have centered on occupancy code 
enforcement mechanisms.  But aggressive 
enforcement practices have triggered law-
suits alleging discrimination against Latino 
residents.8  These allegations call into ques-
tion whether occupancy code enforcement 
protects the well-being of Latinos or poses a 
barrier to integrating Latinos into the social 
and political fabric of these suburban com-
munities.9

This report explores the issue of household 
overcrowding in Chicago’s suburbs to provide 
a more complex framework for understand-
ing why it happens, why it tends to affect 
Latinos, and what to do about it.  We would 
like this framework to serve as a useful guide 
to design more effective solutions to over-
crowding.

1. Introduction

5LATINOS UNITED 6

 8 Olkon, S. (2007).  “Overcrowding stirs tension in suburbs:  Officials crack down on violations, say issue is safety, not ethnicity.”  Chicago Tribune Online, January 26, 2007.
 9 See Troche-Rodriguez, M. (2006).  Latino Homeowners Speak: Mi Casa…Reaching the American Dream?  Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Sociological Association, Montreal Convention 
  Center, Montreal, Quebec, Canada.  Pader, E. (1998).  “Housing Occupancy Codes.”  In Van Vliet, W. ed. The Encyclopedia of Housing.  CA:  Sage Publications, pp. 288–290.

© 2008
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2. Central Questions

We began by examining the overcrowding 
literature.  We learned that there is relatively 
little empirical research on household over-
crowding.  Aside from several policy reports 
(the majority from Southern California), there 
are few rigorous studies that specifically ad-
dress overcrowding among Latinos—or any 
other group for that matter—in the suburbs.  

Given the inadequacy of the extant research 
on overcrowding, we designed a research in-
strument to help us address these questions.  
We examined Census data for nine suburban 
municipalities with large Latino populations 
and targeted three of them for a finer level of 
analysis.10  We conducted over 30 semistruc-
tured interviews with elected officials, city 
planners, housing experts, school officials, 
and academic researchers between June and 
August 2007. 

This study addresses the following questions:

We also conducted two focus groups with 
Latino residents—both native- and foreign-
born immigrants—and interviewed several 
others individually.  We collaborated with lo-
cal social service organizations in two munici-
palities to arrange the focus groups.  Of the 20 
participants in the two groups, several were 
currently living in substandard housing con-
ditions; many of them had experienced over-
crowding at some point since they arrived in 
the United States; and all of them had a link to 
someone in their immediate social network 
that lived in overcrowded households.

LATINOS UNITED 7

 10 We limited in-depth analysis to three because of time constraints.  The three were chosen because mayors from these municipalities expressed that they are concerned about the problem and willing to 
  collaborate with Latinos United to find a solution.

© 2008
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3. Goals & Limitations

This report has several goals.  First, we aim to 
clarify misconceptions about overcrowding 
by drawing on available empirical research.  
Second, we seek to provide new information 
about overcrowding.  We are particularly inter-
ested in the voice of the Latino residents who 
are most likely to experience household over-
crowding.  Third, we intend for this report to 
underscore the need for collaboration among 
municipalities, local institutions, and regional 
bodies to incorporate Latinos into their Chi-
cago suburban communities.  To this end, we 
provide policy and practice recommenda-
tions that we hope will improve the housing 
conditions for all overcrowded residents.

Our data is a unique and useful starting point 
for deriving a new framework to understand 
housing overcrowding.  It is also the first 
time that such a study has been undertaken 
in the Chicago region.  However, this report 
is exploratory and therefore limited in scope 
and depth.  Further research is needed across 
metropolitan Chicago to provide a more de-
tailed account of the causes and consequenc-
es of overcrowding that maybe unique to this 
social and economic context.  In particular, 
there is a need for additional qualitative re-
search on household overcrowding that fo-
cuses on the views of long-term residents and 
Latino immigrants.  

LATINOS UNITED 8© 2008



4. Summary of Findings

The literature on overcrowding states that 
occupancy standards are based on an arbi-
trary household density maximum and that 
little is known about the effects it has on oc-
cupants—or what causes it in the first place.  
This has created confusion about the nature 
of overcrowding and the threat it poses:  while 
some code inspectors we interviewed stated 
that household overcrowding is not a priority 
safety concern, for example, several elected 
officials named it as a major safety threat.  We 
find that this confusion has led to misguided 
policies and practices in Chicago’s suburbs 
that have discriminated against Latinos rather 
than protected their right to decent, afford-
able housing.  

We determine that overcrowding cannot be 
solved through more aggressive code enforce-
ment.  Instead, we find that the cultural and 
economic factors associated with household 
overcrowding merit a more nuanced policy 
instrument that can distinguish between 
when residents are overcrowded because of 
cultural preference versus economic neces-
sity.  

Our analysis reveals that overcrowding 
among Latinos in the suburbs of Chicago is a 
social—not just an individual—phenomena.  
As a complex issue related to multiple fac-
tors, overcrowding merits a comprehensive, 
community-level response that merges edu-
cational outreach and effective code enforce-
ment with a broad, long-term policy strategy 
to modify and enhance the way suburban 
communities receive and incorporate Latinos, 
principally through affordable housing and 
incorporating Latino residents into the local 
governance structure.  

LATINOS UNITED 9© 2008
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The most common measure of overcrowd-
ing is based on a calculation of the number 
of persons per room (PPR).11  According to 
the U.S. Census, for instance, a dwelling with 
more than 1.0 PPR is considered overcrowd-
ed.  This is not the only way to measure over-
crowding, but Census data is commonly used 
by housing overcrowding researchers.  The 
suburban municipalities that we focused on 
for this report define overcrowding using a 
slightly more complicated measure derived 
from a code manual called the International 
Property Maintenance Code.12  The occu-
pancy standards in this manual are based on 
assumptions about the minimum amount of 
square feet needed for each occupant.13  As 
one mayor we interviewed explained, he has 
little time and limited resources to develop a 
comprehensive set of codes for building con-
struction, so his municipality adopts whole-
sale many of the guidelines in the Interna-
tional Property Maintenance Code.

Occupancy standards first emerged in the 
United States in the 1900s as a reaction to 
the perceived association between negative 
health outcomes, moral decay, and house-
hold density.  Social reformers such as Jacob 

Riis, appalled by the living conditions among 
European immigrants in tenements in New 
York City, advocated for standards that would 
improve the health and general living condi-
tions for families in the poorest, most densely 
populated neighborhoods of America’s grow-
ing cities.14

The reformers were radical for their time be-
cause they thought decent housing was a 
right, not a privilege—but they also used oc-
cupancy standards as a mechanism for assim-
ilating new immigrants.15  These standards re-
arranged the immigrants’ “domestic social and 
spatial relations to conform to the reformers’ 
sense of moral order, emphasizing individual-
ism and a belief in the necessity of privacy.”16  
The reformers determined that middle-class 
ideals of privacy and individualism were com-
promised by residential overcrowding among 
immigrants in the cities.  Therefore, they mod-
eled occupancy standards after the ideal of 
suburban households to determine the mini-
mum square footage of space per person be-
yond which a housing unit was deemed over-
crowded.17

5. Arbitrary Occupancy Standards

LATINOS UNITED 10

 11 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2007).  “Measuring Overcrowding in Housing.”  This excludes bathrooms.
 12 International Property Maintenance Code (2002).  The International Code Council, Inc.  Many of our respondents referred to this code book by one of its founding members: the Builders Officials and Code 
  Administrators (BOCA) International, Inc.
 13 The International Code Council was formed in 1994 by three independent regional bodies that agreed that the standards they set for issues such as housing overcrowding should be the same across the United 
  States.  This does not mean that their occupancy codes are based on hard science, however.  On the ICC Web site, the council is described as an independent, nonprofit group that uses a “consensus-based 
  private-sector code development process” to develop its standards.  This means “any interested individual or group may submit a code change proposal” to “a committee comprised of representatives from 
  across the construction industry, including code regulators and construction industry representatives” (ICC Web site).  In other words, the ICC standard for overcrowding is subject to change based on a 
  compelling submission by anyone who wants to challenge the standards as they currently exist. 
 14 Riis (1912).
 15 Pader (1998).
 16 Pader (1998), p. 289.
 17 Alexander (2005).  

© 2008



10

Regardless of the measure, a review of the 
overcrowding literature shows that overcrowd-
ing is a normative standard with no scientific 
basis.  In other words, there is no reliable, em-
pirical data to explain why professional and 
governmental bodies have adopted certain 
occupancy standards.18  But if a “scientific ba-
sis for establishing overcrowding standards 
has never existed,”19 how much crowding is 
too much?  Although they are arbitrary, occu-
pancy standards are often viewed as irrefut-
able,20 and the municipalities we studied are 
not reconsidering their occupancy standards.  
Their unquestioned status makes these codes 
powerful, either as standards that protect 
householders or mechanisms that discrimi-
nate against unwelcome minority groups.  As 
we will show below, these standards and their 
enforcement have implications for “the avail-
ability and affordability of housing, and by 
extension, coercive racial and ethnic segrega-

tion, and access to services.”21

5. Arbitrary Occupancy Standards

Resident Profile

Two years ago one Latina respon-
dent and her family were looking for 
a less expensive apartment:

“[We] were four adults, one child, and I 
was pregnant.  We saw in the paper a two 
bedroom apartment for $620.  My hus-
band saw it and thought it looked inex-
pensive, so we went to see it.  The four of 
us went—my mom, dad, my husband and 
I.  When [the landlord] saw us, he asked 
us who was going to rent the apartment.  
We told him the four of us. The man—he 
was Polish—told us ok, the rent is $750.  
We asked him how that could be since in 
the paper it is listed for $620.  ‘Yes, but for 
one married couple—you’re four people, 
and we have to charge you extra for the 
additional two adults.  And I’ll also have 
to charge you for an additional parking 
space.’  We asked him why, since for a two 
bedroom apartment two parking spaces 
should be included.  ‘No,’ he said, ‘the other 
space is an extra $50 a month.’   It seemed 
like fraud to us.  This was three years ago.   
I was pregnant at the time.  When I went to 
the bathroom, the man told my husband, 
‘you’re going to have a baby.  It’s going to 
be $20 more.’  My husband asked him why 
and he said it’s because you’re going to 
have another family member.  We didn’t 
take the apartment.”

LATINOS UNITED 11

 18 See Myers et al. (1996); Myers & Lee (1996); Alexander (2005); Simmons (2002); Pader (1994).
 19 Simmons (2002), p. 2.
 20 Pader (2002).
 21 Pader (1998), p. 289.

© 2008
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There is minimal research on the dynamics 
causing overcrowded housing.22  Information 
from the few available causal studies we iden-
tified roughly falls into two categories:  over-
crowding linked with cultural preference and 
overcrowding related to economic factors. 

The cultural preference perspective

First, some researchers argue that overcrowd-
ing is a matter of cultural preference or hab-
it.23  This argument is based on the premise 
that tolerance for household density—the 
value-based determinant for occupancy 
standards—is culturally relative.  Thus, immi-
grant households that are overcrowded ac-
cording to U.S. standards may not necessarily 
feel overcrowded.  They may be accustomed 
to larger families, smaller dwellings, or both.  
This is illustrated by the fact that Latino immi-
grants tend to live in overcrowded conditions, 
even though they could afford a larger dwell-
ing, and despite the fact that there is available 
affordable housing in the area.24  Furthermore, 
there is some evidence that these cultural 
standards persist among immigrants, even af-
ter decades of living in the United States.25

According to the cultural preference perspec-
tive, restrictive occupancy codes can be used 
to discriminate against cultural outsiders.  In-
deed, lawsuits over discriminatory occupancy 
codes and their selective enforcement—even 
in Chicago’s suburbs—make it clear that these 
codes are not always neutral.26

This perspective implies that municipal au-
thorities and planners need to be intimately 
familiar with the cultural context of over-
crowding before crafting a policy interven-
tion.27  One study concludes that “[b]y the 
traditional definition of overcrowding, the 
problem is growing, but at the same time the 
policy issues it presents are changing.  The re-
surgence of overcrowding exposes deep cul-
tural differences among Americans in their liv-
ing arrangements and preferred standards.”28  
These cultural differences are growing starker 
in Chicago’s suburbs as the Latino presence 
there continues to grow29 and may have im-
plications for housing design and park space 
that accommodates the culturally unique de-
mands of Latino residents.  

The cultural preference perspective of over-
crowding is important, but it offers an incom-
plete accounting of why overcrowding occurs 
among Latinos in Chicago’s suburbs.  In fact, 
in our interviews, respondents often contest-
ed the cultural explanation of overcrowding.  
One social service provider stated that there 
is nothing cultural about overcrowding.  Of 
her caseload of 30 families in a Chicago sub-
urb, 90 percent are Mexican and 75 percent 
live in overcrowded conditions.  She stated 
that all her clients who are overcrowded have 
the goal of moving out of overcrowded con-
ditions as soon as they can afford to do so.  
Being Mexican herself, she explained, “in our 
culture you want to live close to family, not on 
top of family.”

6. Causes of Overcrowding

LATINOS UNITED 12

 22 Myers & Lee (1996), p. 52.
 23 Burayidi, M. (2003); Harwood, S. (2005); Pader, E. (1994).
 24 Myers et al. (1996).
 25 Ibid.
 26 In 1997, Addison settled a $1.8 million federal lawsuit alleging intentional housing discrimination against Latino residents of two apartment complexes (Chicago Tribune, May 19, 2002; New York Times, 
  August 8, 1997).  That same year, Cicero settled a suit in federal court for allegedly enacting and selectively enforcing a restrictive occupancy ordinance with the intent of slowing the influx of Latino families 
  to the area (See U.S. Department of Justice Press Release #522, December 11, 1997, at www.usdoj.gov ).  In September 1999, Elgin settled seven discrimination complaints filed with the U.S. Department of 
  Housing and Urban Development in late 1998 and early 1999.  Elgin again faced discrimination allegations in 2000 for selectively and aggressively enforcing occupancy codes that targeted Latinos (Chicago 
  Tribune, August 12, 2000).
 27 Burayidi (2003).
 28 Myers et al. (1996), p. 82.
 29 Ready & Brown-Gort (2005).
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Indeed, it is potentially hazardous if munici-
palities assume that all Latinos who are over-
crowded live that way out of cultural pref-
erence.  If Latinos tend to be overcrowded 
because they want to be overcrowded, mu-
nicipalities may erroneously assume that the 
best policy intervention is simply to educate 
Latinos about local occupancy codes.  While 
educating residents about current codes is 
very important, it is insufficient to address 
the issue of overcrowding.  Code awareness 
does not address the broader economic fac-
tors that may also contribute to household 
overcrowding.  

 The economic perspective

 The second perspective on the explanation of 
overcrowding concerns economic and social 
context. One study found that Mexican immi-
grants who live in overcrowded conditions do 
not do it out of cultural preference but rather 
of economic necessity.30  According to this 
perspective, overcrowding is a function of 
the interrelationship between low wages, the 
high cost of housing, and social marginaliza-
tion.  

From this standpoint, unscrupulous land-
lords, substandard housing conditions, and 
the economic factors that cause housing 
overcrowding are closely related.  Some of 
the immigrant respondents we interviewed 
said that landlords threatened to report them 
to immigration officials if they complained 
about being overcharged or subjected to 
substandard conditions.  One mayor inter-
viewed for this report said overcrowding is 
predominantly caused by absentee landlords.  
He reasons that building owners who do not 
live in the community are interested primarily 
in making money.  These landlords have mini-
mal concern for tenant well-being and neigh-
borhood quality of life.  

Municipal housing policy should hold land-
lords accountable for overcrowding and the 
substandard housing conditions that pose a 
physical threat to families.  Market logic holds 
that landlords would not be in a position to 
exploit tenants if adequate affordable hous-
ing were available.  Therefore, local housing 
policy should prioritize the construction and 
preservation of affordable housing stock. 

6. Causes of Overcrowding

LATINOS UNITED 13

 30 Blank (1998).

© 2008



14

Resident Profile

Many Latino residents spoke to us 
about substandard housing condi-
tions and being taken advantage of 
by landlords:

“My husband and I both work, but I’m 
not working at the moment because I’m 
pregnant.  So in order to continue paying 
the rent, [my husband] has to work two 
jobs—one in the morning and one in the 
evening.

“When I first came [to Chicago] I rented 
a place from an Italian.  He charged us 
$1000/month for a bad apartment.  My 
friends couldn’t believe it.  It was deterio-
rated.  It had cockroaches.  And we had 
to pay $1000.  The same happened to my 
mom.  She was in a bad apartment, too, 
with lots of cockroaches.  She talked with 
the city to have them inspect it.  The own-
ers of the apartment told her that the city 
had come to check the apartment, and 
the landlady kicked her out of the apart-
ment.  My mom returned to the city and 
told them what had happened, and the 
city told her that they couldn’t kick her 
out of the apartment for this reason—if 
there are cockroaches, they have to call 
the inspectors.   

“A lot of other people won’t advocate for 
themselves like this because they’re afraid.  
[Landlords] threaten that if they go to the 
city they’ll have to leave the apartment 
tomorrow.  The people are afraid.  They 
don’t want to complain or say anything.” 

At the regional level, affordable housing is 
linked with macroeconomic factors, such 
as wages.  For this reason, the paucity of af-
fordable housing is likely to become more 
of a problem, especially for low-income im-
migrants in the suburbs who are increasingly 
burdened by housing costs.31  A recent report 
on the state of housing in 2007 issued by Har-
vard’s Joint Center for Housing Studies states 
that even when the new minimum wage in-
crease (passed in January 2007 by Congress) is 
fully implemented in 2009, a household head-
ed by a single minimum wage earner will be 
unable to afford a two-bedroom apartment at 
today’s rents anywhere in the country.32   The 
study finds that the rise in cost-burdened 
households—those paying more than 30 per-
cent of household income for housing—will 
result in more people being channeled into 
housing options that require overcrowding.  

In our analysis of these studies and the data 
we gathered, we find that both causal expla-
nations are plausible.  We posit that cultural 
preference and economic factors are two ex-
planations for household overcrowding that re-
quire distinct, yet concurrent, policy responses.  
Given this complexity, policy makers need to 
be fully informed about the contextual fac-
tors in their municipalities that are associated 
with household overcrowding among Lati-
nos.  These factors include cultural preference 
for household density; exploitative landlords; 
and the availability of decent, affordable 
housing.
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 31 See Ready (2006).  He finds that 46 percent of Latino households were cost-burdened in 2003, up from 41 percent in 1999, and 20 percent were severely cost-burdened in 2003—paying more than 50 percent 
  of household income for housing—up from 18 percent in 1999.
 32 Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University (2007).  “The State of the Nation’s Housing.”  President and Fellows of Harvard University. 
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We analyzed the effects of household over-
crowding at two levels:  its effect on indi-
vidual household occupants and its effect 
on the community.  First, in contrast to the 
perception of many interview respondents, 
the literature on overcrowding does not pro-
vide definitive evidence of the direct effects of 
overcrowding on social, health, or education 
outcomes among occupants.33  Research on 
household crowding does suggest that it is 
associated with a range of health and social 
problems, but “caution must be applied when 
interpreting associations between household 
density and human health and behavior.” 34

This is not to suggest that high household 
density levels—crowding—do not have a 
negative effect on occupants.  Rather, poli-
cymakers should proceed with care when 
ascribing certain health and behavioral out-
comes to household overcrowding, because 
they may stem from other factors known to 
be causally linked to such outcomes, such 
as substandard housing.35  This corroborates 
our earlier assertion that overcrowding policy 
should target substandard housing condi-
tions, unscrupulous landlords, and the social 
conditions that may relegate low-income La-
tino immigrants to inadequate housing.

Second, beyond having consequences for 
overcrowded occupants themselves, over-
crowding may also have an effect on the larg-
er community.  We learned through our inter-
views that there are at least two perceptions 
about the external effects of overcrowding:  
public services and neighborhood conflict. 

As with the effects discussed above, we found 
that perceptions of how overcrowding affects 
the community are not always accurate.

Public services

Some respondents associated household 
overcrowding among Latino immigrants with 
a drain on public services.  They associated 
household overcrowding with school over-
crowding and strained resources for social 
services.  Our interviews with social service 
providers and school officials contradicted 
this claim, however.  The executive director of 
a large suburban-based nonprofit organiza-
tion stated that housing overcrowding among 
Latino immigrants actually saves money that 
would otherwise be spent on homeless ser-
vices.  He explained that instead of a drain on 
public social service dollars, overcrowding is 
a protective measure that keeps immigrants 
from falling into the shelter system.36

The school superintendent we interviewed 
stated that the number of overcrowded 
homes with more than the estimated number 
of children (about 2.5) is balanced out by the 
homes occupied by individuals without chil-
dren.  Another school official explained that 
school overcrowding is caused by the housing 
boom in the suburbs, not housing overcrowd-
ing.  In other words, school overcrowding is a 
function of the mismatch between new home 
construction and insufficient schools to ac-
commodate the influx of children, not house-
hold overcrowding among Latinos.

7. Consequences of Overcrowding
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 33 Lepore (1998).  See also a study commissioned by England’s Office of the Deputy Prime Minister to identify the effects of overcrowding on health and education outcomes.  It is recognized in a recent HUD 
  report as the most comprehensive report available on the impact of overcrowding on health and education.  The study identified and reviewed a body of 80 research articles on the effects of overcrowding 
  in the United States and internationally and finds that there is no evidence to prove a causal link between overcrowding and negative health, mental health, or education outcomes.
 34 Lepore (1998), p.100.
 35 Krieger & Higgins (2002).  Substandard conditions include inadequate plumbing, kitchen, and heating facilities.
 36 This does not mean that overcrowding is positive, however.  An alternative explanation for why few Latinos seek shelter services may be because they are not aware of such services or are misinformed about 
  their eligibility for them.
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Conflict between neighbors

We found in our interviews with elected offi-
cials and code inspectors that a major conse-
quence of overcrowding is the tension it ig-
nites between neighbors, especially between 
Latinos and non-Latinos.  Long-term resi-
dents—mostly white homeowners—associ-
ate overcrowding with a threat to property 
values, congested street parking, overflowing 
rubbish containers, and other quality-of-life 
concerns.  As one mayor explained, “the con-
cern is more about the tendency that over-
crowded homes lead to disorder outside,” at 
which point a private issue—overcrowding—
becomes a public concern.  The implication is 
that as long as it does not bother the neigh-
bors or pose a fire hazard for occupants, the 
consequences of housing overcrowding may 
not be that worrisome.  As one study sug-
gests, “it is still in question whether so-called 
overcrowding is harmful to the people affect-
ed, or merely socially distasteful to outsiders 
who observe its presence among others.” 37

Considered from this angle, household over-
crowding among Latinos in the suburbs may 
not be merely a question of affordable hous-
ing, economic need, or cultural preference, 
but rather an example of how growing diver-
sity in the suburbs can result in interpersonal 
tensions among neighbors.  As such, it does 
not seem to be overcrowding, per se, but the 
symptoms of overcrowding—parking, noise 
disturbance, and lawn maintenance—that 
fuel tensions.  

We acknowledge that overcrowded Latino res-
idents new to the community and long-term 
residents are mutually responsible for nego-
tiating these tensions.  Just as Latinos must 
learn and respect the quality-of-life norms of 
their new community, municipal leaders and 
established non-Latino residents must be in-
tentional about providing Latinos with infor-
mation about these norms and working col-
laboratively with them to forge a community 
identity that truly celebrates diversity.

7. Consequences of Overcrowding
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In our analysis, occupancy code enforcement 
is important because it helps protect occu-
pants from fire hazards and substandard hous-
ing conditions.  But code enforcement mecha-
nisms are unable to address the economic and 
social integration factors that are at the root of 
overcrowding among Latinos.  In this section, 
we highlight how code enforcement prac-
tices can be employed to discriminate against 
Latinos instead of protect their safety.

Accurate information about the causes and 
effects of overcrowding is paramount for de-
veloping appropriate enforcement practices.  
As stated above, some elected officials we 
interviewed justified aggressive occupancy 
code enforcement practices based on safety 
concerns.  Indeed, the most worrisome over-
crowded cases are situations—bedrooms in a 
basement without a fire exit, for example—
that could be life threatening in the event 
of a disaster.38  But these extreme cases are 
infrequent.  In fact, from the perspective of 
the inspectors responsible for code enforce-
ment, household overcrowding is not a priority 
safety concern.  Inspectors in one municipality 
stated that a far more pressing code issue is 
when occupants take batteries out of smoke 
detectors.  Likewise, according to a 2003 HUD 
report, relative to other housing needs “over-
crowding is not counted as a severe prob-
lem that constitutes a potential worst case 
need.”39

Appropriate code enforcement practices 
must ensure safety and the rights of tenants 
without discriminating against occupants.  
Housing occupancy standards are intended 
to protect occupants from unsafe conditions 
and exploitative landlords.40  Unless they are 

adequately enforced, these standards are un-
able to accomplish either goal.  Code enforce-
ment can also be a tool for discrimination, 
however.  Historical examples of biased code 
enforcement practices are a sobering remind-
er of how enforcement practices can divide 
a community as much as ensure its safety.41   
Clearly, code enforcement is a powerful tool 
that ought to be used carefully to avoid dis-
criminatory practices.  

In the absence of adequate information about 
the causes and effects of overcrowding, fur-
ther analysis of enforcement practices is par-
ticularly imperative.  We suggest that code 
enforcement practices may be analyzed as 
two separate processes:  

       •  The process of identifying occupancy 
          code violations 
 
       •  The process of ensuring code 
          compliance  

This distinction is useful because discrimina-
tory practices are a risk during each of these 
processes.  In this report, we focus on the first 
process.  The second—ensuring code compli-
ance—is equally important but is beyond the 
scope of this report.  We strongly recommend 
further research on both aspects of code en-
forcement practices.

We found that the process of identifying oc-
cupancy code violations varies according to 
housing tenure.42  Most importantly, regard-
less of whether it affects homeowners or rent-
ers, the process of identifying occupancy code 
violations may not always work as intended.

8. Code Enforcement
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 38 Several Latino immigrants we interviewed stated that they lived in basement bedroom conversions with inadequate egress when they first moved to the suburbs, suggesting that such conditions continue to  
  be a problem.
 39 HUD (2003), p. 80.
 40 Pader (1998).  “Housing Occupancy Codes.” In Van Vliet, W. ed. The Encyclopedia of Housing.  CA:  Sage Publications, pp. 288–290.
 41 See www.fairhousing.org for a clearinghouse of articles on discrimination cases stemming from household overcrowding.
 42 Renters versus homeowners..
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Renters

Some municipalities systematically check all 
rental units for code violations on a regular (of-
ten annual) basis.  This mechanism ostensibly 
eliminates discriminatory code enforcement 
because all rental units are inspected, regard-
less of who lives there.  Code inspectors we 
interviewed in two municipalities reported 
that an annual inspection of rental units is an 
unbiased approach to identifying occupancy 
code violations among renters.  They empha-
sized that landlords are largely held account-
able for overcrowding, not tenants.  

Our interviews suggest that this mechanism 
for identifying overcrowding among renters 
may punish tenants instead of landlords, how-
ever.  Immigrant residents and housing ad-
vocates we interviewed provided anecdotal 
information about immigrant tenants in over-
crowded conditions who were displaced by 
the code enforcement process.  In one situ-
ation, a family moved locally from one over-
crowded apartment to another on two occa-
sions because the family’s landlord issued an 
eviction notice following code inspection.  
In other cases, overcrowded tenants evade 
code inspectors.  A head inspector explained 
that they give landlords a 30-day notice prior 
to inspection.  On the day of the inspection, 
overcrowded occupants sometimes hide 
evidence that more people are living in the 
apartment than is allowed by code.  They stow 
extra mattresses, for example, or take family 
members off the premises “to McDonald’s.” 43

8. Code Enforcement
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Homeowners

In contrast to rental units, occupancy code 
enforcement of single-family homes depends 
largely on a complaint-based system whereby 
residents call in grievances about their neigh-
bors.  This system may inadvertently facilitate 
discrimination among neighbors.  An inspec-
tor in one suburban municipality estimated 
that of all the complaints about overcrowding 
fielded by his department, only 50 percent 
are valid.  The other 50 percent of overcrowd-
ing complaints are neighbor disputes that are 
unrelated to overcrowding.  Are Latinos—
whether overcrowded or not—being target-
ed by complaints?  Are complaint-based code 
enforcement mechanisms effective at resolv-
ing conflicts that arise between neighbors, 
especially conflicts rooted in ethnic or cultural 
differences?  We recommend further research 
on the complaint-based code enforcement 
system to explore these types of inquiries.  

Code enforcement mechanisms risk being 
discriminatory unless homeowners are aware 
of the occupancy limit of their dwellings.  Our 
interviews with housing advocates show that 
Latino homeowners who violate occupancy 
codes sometimes do so unwittingly because 
of misleading information provided by real 
estate agents.  In one example, a Latino family 
purchased a home that had been advertised 
as a three-bedroom dwelling.  They were not 

informed that the previous owners had ille-
gally converted the attic to a bedroom.  When 
code inspectors informed them that the 
home was not large enough to accommodate 
their family, they put the house up for sale.  A 
comprehensive policy solution that addresses 
overcrowding must address the challenge of 
ensuring that all homeowners have accurate 
information about occupancy limits.

In addition, the process of identifying occu-
pancy code violations may become discrimi-
natory if inspectors and household occupants 
are unable to communicate in the same lan-
guage.  Interacting with a monolingual in-
spector puts a primary Spanish-speaking La-
tino immigrant at a disadvantage.  But in at 
least one municipality where we interviewed, 
the code enforcement department does not 
have the resources to pay for a translator.  The 
municipal authorities we spoke with do not 
see this as a problem.44
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Latinos are the fastest-growing segment of 
the U.S. population, and the U.S. Census Bu-
reau predicts that the Latino population will 
increase by another 34 percent by 2010.45  
The Latino population in Chicago’s suburbs 
parallels this positive trend, presenting mu-
nicipalities with exciting new opportunities 
and challenges.46  One perplexing issue is the 
rise of household overcrowding among Lati-
nos.  In several suburban municipalities over-
crowding and what to do about it has become 
a point of friction.  Some municipalities have 
become wary of the issue because of allega-
tions that certain code enforcement practices 
discriminate against Latino residents.  How 
they respond to overcrowding is critical, how-
ever, because overcrowding brings together 
key elements for incorporating Latinos—par-
ticularly foreign-born immigrants—into sub-
urban communities. These elements include 
affordable housing, tenant rights, home own-
ership, civic participation, and dispute resolu-
tion between neighbors with different cultur-
al backgrounds. 

This report attempts to identify the facts 
about overcrowding and to highlight the risks 
posed by certain myths.  We established that 
there is little empirical evidence about over-
crowding to guide policymakers as they craft 
a response.  The lack of accurate information 
exacerbates the risk that policies and practic-
es aimed at curbing household overcrowding 
may be ineffective.  At worst, rather than in-
corporate Latinos, they may further marginal-
ize them.  

This report outlines a new orientation to 
housing overcrowding among Latinos that 
reflects the complexity of the issue.  First, oc-
cupancy codes are not absolutes.  Municipali-
ties should question whether these standards 
as they are currently written and enforced 
represent the best interest of their diversi-
fying communities.  Second, overcrowding 
among Latinos is not uniform because the 
reasons for overcrowding vary.  Some Latinos 
are overcrowded because of cultural prefer-
ence, others out of economic necessity.  In 
addition, while many Latinos who are over-
crowded are renters, rates of overcrowding 
are also significant among Latino homeown-
ers.  Third, aggressive code enforcement is a 
risky and ineffective approach to lower rates 
of overcrowding.  It tends to hold occupants 
responsible for overcrowding instead of ex-
ploitative landlords, and sends a clear mes-
sage to Latinos that they are not welcome.  
Fourth, overcrowding is not merely an issue 
that affects individual households; it produc-
es symptoms that affect the quality of life and 
social cohesion of entire neighborhoods.

Given that overcrowding is so complex, an 
effective policy response should be multi-
pronged.  In the final section, we outline a 
range of recommendations that illustrate key 
components of such a response. 

9. Conclusions & Recommendations
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What can be done?

The following recommendations fall loosely 
into two categories:  housing quality and af-
fordability; and integrating Latinos in the so-
cial and political fabric of their communities.

Municipalities should address explicitly 
Latino housing needs in their housing 
action plan, especially the availability of 
affordable housing 

Latino housing needs should be identified 
and represented in municipal housing strate-
gic action plans.  Primary among these needs is 
affordable housing.  The availability of afford-
able housing is a critical concern for many 
suburban communities and ought to be ad-
dressed collaboratively as a regional issue.47  
The cost of housing has implications for all 
residents—not just Latinos—yet research 
in this area specific to Latinos is necessary 
to identify how their needs may be distinct.  
One example of Latino housing needs is the 
demand for large housing units.  2003 Cen-
sus data suggests that Latinos are more likely 
than non-Latinos to live in multi-generational 
households, so the availability of large, afford-
able housing units is critical.48

A potentially important opportunity for local 
governments to take Latino housing concerns 
into account is when planning documents are 
drawn up for new developments.  This may 
mean enforcing inclusionary zoning practices 
that ensure new developments offer a bal-
ance of housing options for all income levels.  

The layout of living space is also important to 
Latino housing needs.49  More research needs 
to be done on the housing preferences of 
Latinos.  The built environment in suburban 
Chicago may need to be adapted or recon-
structed to accommodate the particular spa-
tial and cultural needs of multigenerational 
Latino households.

Housing quality is an urgent concern for Lati-
nos and Latino foreign-born immigrants who 
live in overcrowded conditions due to eco-
nomic necessity.  Housing quality and over-
crowding are interrelated and should be ad-
dressed in tandem.50

Further research is needed to develop 
a model occupancy ordinance and en-
forcement mechanism 

Although more affordable housing may ul-
timately reduce household overcrowding, 
building or creating more affordable hous-
ing stock can take a long time.  An immedi-
ate response to overcrowding is to challenge 
the occupancy codes that set the standard 
for crowding.  Occupancy codes should be 
flexible.  Overcrowding requires a distinct re-
sponse depending on whether it stems from 
cultural preference or economic need.
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 48 HUD (2003).
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 50 Friedman and Rosenbaum (2004).
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Our review of the overcrowding literature and 
correspondence with researchers and hous-
ing experts did not provide clear direction for 
a model occupancy ordinance, however.  Cur-
rent codes should be evaluated to determine 
whether they adequately protect the health 
and safety of occupants.  The enforcement of 
a model occupancy code should hold landlords 
accountable for overcrowding and the substan-
dard housing conditions that pose a physical 
threat to families.

We recommend that a regional discussion 
about housing occupancy standards and 
their enforcement be collaborative, ongoing, 
dynamic, and creative.  This discussion should 
include a broad range of key stakeholders, 
including community-based organizations, 
housing experts, and Latino residents.  The 
outcome of this dialogue is critical for Chi-
cago’s suburbs, but it may also provide an ex-
ample for other municipalities nationally who 
are facing similar housing and immigrant in-
tegration challenges.

Develop educational materials—in both 
English and Spanish—to provide basic 
information about housing codes

Engaging Latinos and foreign-born immi-
grants is a process over time, not a singular 
outreach effort.  Thus, a strategy for com-
municating information effectively to Latino 
residents—the content of the communica-
tion and the way to deliver it—must be a 
long-term, dynamic initiative that adapts to 
the shifting needs of the population.  Some 
respondents expressed frustration because 
many Latino residents do not attend public 

meetings or attend them sporadically.  Instead 
of blaming the Latino community for lacking 
interest if turnout for a meeting is low, munic-
ipalities should reevaluate their engagement 
strategy.  

First, educational materials about housing 
occupancy codes need to be in English and 
Spanish.  Importantly, these materials should 
be clear regarding maximum housing density 
but should also include information regard-
ing tenant rights.  They may be written pam-
phlets but could also be videos, information 
kits, etc.  They should be developed with the 
assistance of local residents so that the con-
tent of the materials is clear.

Second, the content of the informational ma-
terials is not useful unless it actually reaches 
the Latino residents.  Public meetings are 
one way to disseminate information concern-
ing housing codes and tenant rights.  These 
meetings should be conducted in Spanish 
(or with a translator), held in venues where 
Latinos are likely to gather, and scheduled at 
times convenient for residents.  Such venues 
may include local schools, public libraries, 
places of employment, churches, and ethnic 
institutions.  These are locations where new 
residents feel comfortable and tend to seek 
information.  
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Another way of disseminating information is 
through flyers and pamphlets.  Local govern-
ments should maximize schools as informa-
tion conduits:  flyers can be sent home with 
children or made available where parents reg-
ister their children.  We concur with one school 
superintendent we interviewed who fully 
supports the idea of his municipality sending 
information for parents home with students.  
We recommend that schools and municipal 
officials pursue such collaborations.  

Effective mediums for communicating in-
formation are not always obvious, especially 
when the target audience is skeptical or over-
whelmed with multiple jobs and other com-
mitments.  Some officials who we interviewed 
were frustrated because the immigrants they 
attempted to attract to an educational event 
only came if there was a tangible benefit or 
stopped coming after the first session.  We 
reiterate that outreach to Latino residents—
many of whom may be reticent to engage 
with government officials for a variety of rea-
sons—should be an ongoing process.

Deconversion of multifamily historic 
homes back to single-family residences 
is not recommended if it reduces the 
availability of affordable housing51

Some municipalities provide financial incen-
tives for owners to return historic homes to 
their original state as single-family dwellings.  
One suburban community prioritizes such de-
conversions52 and reimburses up to $33,000

per unit that is converted.  A local leader we 
interviewed from that community warned 
that such programs increase the rate of over-
crowding by eliminating affordable housing 
units.  We caution against elevating historical 
landmark status over the housing needs of 
low-income residents.  We recommend fur-
ther research on how the historical integrity 
of a house can be preserved even as a multi-
family dwelling.  

Municipalities can provide neighbor dis-
pute mediation services

Neighborhood mediation services help to re-
solve culture-clash problems stemming from 
overcrowding that code enforcement alone 
is unable to address.  Code enforcement is 
necessary to ensure compliance with critical 
safety standards, but many of the complaints 
that neighbors make about overcrowding are 
actually social disputes that can be more ef-
fectively addressed through mediation.

There are excellent models around the coun-
try of city-supported mediation departments 
staffed by trained volunteers.  The city of 
Beaverton, Oregon, provides a useful media-
tion model that illustrates how code enforce-
ment and mediation complement each other.  
Based on an Oregon statute, this Portland 
suburb has developed a mediation program 
that works in concert with the code enforce-
ment department to identify code violation 
cases that could be better resolved by medi-
ating the conflict between neighbors.53
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 52 Hitzman, H. (2007).  “Elgin marks deconversion of problem rental into single-family home.”  Daily Herald.  December 14, 2007.
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Municipalities should take a proactive, 
long-term approach to appointing La-
tinos and Latino immigrants to various 
city boards and commissions54

Sustained, strategic efforts to integrate im-
migrants into the local governance structure 
will strengthen the legitimacy and effective-
ness of local government.  This, in turn, will in-
crease the likelihood that more minority resi-
dents will run for elected positions.  A more 
representative government is critical for the 
housing interests of Latinos and Latino immi-
grants.  

Municipal leaders should increase out-
reach efforts and work collaboratively 
with existing institutions to increase 
civic participation among foreign- and 
native-born Latinos

The municipal officials we spoke with be-
moaned that Latino residents are inconsistent-
ly involved with civic concerns:  They come to 
civic meetings irregularly, if at all, and tend to 
stop attending when the issue they are con-
cerned about is resolved.  Outreach strategies 
should include language accessibility, conve-
nient meeting times and places, and special 
consideration for the employment schedules 
of low-income residents who may work sev-
eral jobs.  Perhaps most importantly, outreach 
needs to be persistent, regular, and creative.  

We discovered a range of strengths and defi-
cits in outreach tactics among the municipali-
ties we analyzed.  Almost every city official 
we spoke with about their efforts to engage 
the Latino community expressed discourage-
ment and frustration.    Municipal authori-
ties throughout the region should continue 
to learn from one another about successful 
strategies for engaging these residents.  

Greater collaboration is needed between lo-
cal government and institutions that are en-
gaged with the Latino community.  We found 
that schools and religious institutions are in-
valuable mediums for communication with 
Latinos, for instance.  Many Latinos attend 
church and have school-age children.  Com-
munity meetings hosted by elected officials 
in these neighborhood-based facilities are 
less intimidating than city hall.

Regardless of where meetings are held, com-
munication with Latino residents should be 
available in Spanish.  Live translation at public 
meetings and written translation of municipal 
documents should be available regularly.  
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More community-based organizations 
and ethnic associations are needed that 
can provide culturally relevant social 
services for Latinos

Nonprofit organizations are well positioned 
to address the multifarious concerns of over-
crowded Latino residents, but there are few of 
them in Chicago’s suburbs.  These institutions 
interface regularly with a range of commu-
nity residents, so they can be intermediaries 
between local government and Latino resi-
dents.  Additionally, they are able to establish 
a strong rapport with immigrant residents 
who may be socially marginalized and less 
willing to participate actively in local politics. 

Emergency shelter and advocacy services are 
needed for Latino families who are displaced 
due to occupancy code violations.  Munici-
palities need to provide a safety net for these 
families with services in Spanish that address 
the economic factors associated with house-
hold overcrowding.  Otherwise code enforce-
ment mechanisms may simply drive families 
from one overcrowded apartment to anoth-
er.   

Efforts should be made to increase the 
level of neighborhood services available 
to Latinos55

Municipalities should evaluate certain public 
services—parks, schools, parking facilities, 
and rubbish collection—and carefully con-
sider how they meet the u nique needs of 
Latino residents.  Enhancing certain services 
accomplishes two objectives relevant to the 

Latino community, particularly those who are 
overcrowded due to cultural preference.56  
First, better services will accelerate the inte-
gration of Latinos into local communities.  For 
example, parks with more playground equip-
ment for children and additional soccer fields 
will provide more facilities for Latinos that are 
tailored to their interests and needs.  

Second, enhanced services may reduce over-
crowding complaints by addressing the exter-
nal symptoms associated with overcrowding.  
Examples of such services include additional 
rubbish collection services and parking fa-
cilities.  This approach may have a significant, 
long-term impact on overcrowded house-
holds and the cross-cultural tension between 
neighbors stemming from the symptoms of 
overcrowding. 
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