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Crowded housing is one of the housing stresses that bother policy-makers and 

housing authorities in Lagos, Nigeria. At the core of the argument is the anthropology 

of proper and acceptable sleeping arrangements, particularly as it applies to 

households’ ethnic and cultural group. It is claimed that more than 250 ethnic 

nationalities in Nigeria are represented in Lagos. This study examines the crowding 

levels among persons of different ethnic and cultural origins occupying Lagos State 

Development and Property Corporation (LSDPC)’s apartments. Four housing estates 

were purposively selected among LSDPC’s multifamily categories, comprising 7,764 

apartments. A sample of 7.5% was chosen using stratification and systematic random 

techniques. A pretested questionnaire instrument was used to collect the relevant 

demographic data of occupants. The ethnic group of the household head was taken as 

a measure of the ethnicity and cultural background of the household.  Apartment 

occupants were grouped into three: households that harboured 1-2 occupants; 

households that harboured 3-5 occupants; and households that harboured six or more 

occupants. Non-parametric statistical techniques were applied to analyse and compare 

data obtained from questionnaire. The result shows that four ethnic groups of Yoruba, 

Igbo, Edo and Hausa-Fulani constitute 91.4% of the total number of respondents. The 

policy implication is that housing provision should be targeted at meeting the 

harmonized needs of these four ethnic groups. Only 14 ethnic groups were 

represented among household heads who responded to the questionnaire, contrary to 

widespread speculation that Nigeria consists of over 250 ethnic nationalities. 

Households that harbour 3-5 occupants were dominant and no one ethnic group 

consistently maintained higher or lower crowding level across apartments. Hence, 

household head's ethnicity had no significant effect on apartment crowding. This 

result contrasts with findings from earlier researches in some countries which claim 

that household crowding varies considerably according to ethnic groups. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There is no single point of agreement concerning the exact number of ethnic groups in 

Nigeria. However, some earlier researchers contend that Nigeria is made up of not less 

than 250 ethnic groups (Odumosu 1999; Oduwaye 2008; Iweka 2012). The ethnic 

groups are broad groupings or collections of sub-groups. For example, the Yoruba 

sub-group consists of the Aworis, the Eguns, the Ijebus, and the Egbas.  Unlike in 

New Zealand where people can belong to more than one ethnic group (Statistics New 

Zealand 2012); ethnicity in Nigeria is indicative of cultural affiliation.  
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Historically, the city of Lagos has served as the political and commercial nerve centre 

of Nigeria. In its modern form Lagos continues to attract Nigerians from across the 

federation as well as peoples from other parts of Africa and beyond. Infact, Odumosu 

(1999) and Oduwaye (2008) claim that over 300 ethnic groups in Nigeria are resident 

in Lagos State alone. However, the reality on ground does not seem to support this. 

Household crowding experiences of people from various ethnic backgrounds are 

considered a big challenge for policy-makers and housing authorities who are saddled 

with the task of public housing delivery in Lagos. This can be substantially attributed 

to the recognition that different ethnic and cultural groups may not share the same 

beliefs, attitudes, and norms regarding acceptable crowding experiences. Earlier 

analyses by Statistics New Zealand (2012) point out that household size and living 

arrangements vary considerably by ethnic group. The delivery of public housing by 

the Lagos State Government has been largely done through its agency, the Lagos State 

Development and Property Corporation (LSDPC). It is pertinent to note that there is 

no evidence of ethnic-based differentiation or bias on access to the prototype 

apartment units produced by LSDPC. The apartments are usually balloted for based 

on socio-economic grouping of low, medium and high income class, irrespective of 

other criteria like ethnic structure, extended family groups, regions or religion. People 

in any of these three socio-economic categories can apply for any apartment type in 

any preferred estate. Thus the outcome can appear skewed in favour of certain ethnic 

groups with high social network, and who may wish to cluster together in certain 

areas. 

Room norms which specify how many people can share an apartment may vary 

among people of different ethnic cleavages. Understanding the variability among 

ethnic groups is therefore important for policy makers wanting to interpret crowding 

in LSDPC apartments. This study seeks to investigate how the composition of 

crowded households varies by ethnicity. Specifically, the study examines the 

relationship between LSDPC apartments and household crowding within and between 

ethnic nationalities. Understanding these ethnic and cultural differences is especially 

important in segmenting apartment users into more homogeneous subgroups in 

LSDPC's estates. This is currently lacking in the planning and management 

framework of LSDPC's estates. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Household crowding 

Crowding and space are critical factors taken into consideration in determining the 

risk faced by occupants. There is no single definition or measure of crowding. Some 

countries such as Canada define crowding as a situation where one or more additional 

bedrooms are needed to meet the sleeping requirements of household residents. 

Statistics New Zealand (2012) explains that crowding occurs when a dwelling is too 

small to accommodate the number of people in a household. A few decades ago 

authors like Newman and Hagan (1981) saw crowding as a perceived phenomenon or 

the subjective feeling of having too many people around. 

Obviously, there are ambiguities and contradictions because crowding and 

overcrowding tend to be intertwined, while the link between crowding and density 

appears indistinct among researchers. Those who discuss crowding alongside 

overcrowding see crowding as objective measure and overcrowding as subjective 

(Baldassare 1979; Warah 2003). In this perspective crowding is technically an 
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indicator (or, an objective measure) of the number of persons per room in a housing 

unit. Overcrowding on the other hand gives an expression of a normative judgement 

concerning the degree of crowding that manifests on the scale. Warah (2003) 

concluded that the crowding indicator is objective but the adoption of a particular 

number of persons per room as an overcrowding standard is a subjective evaluation.  

Conversely, researchers who associate crowding with density see crowding as 

subjective while density is an objective quantitative and neutral term that has no 

positive or negative connotations (Newman and Hogan 1981; Churchman 1999; Kaya 

and Erkip 2001; Pader 2002). Density is therefore an objective measure and refers to 

the number of people in any given space, e.g. per square metre, per room, per dwelling 

or per hectare while crowding is the subjective evaluation that a given density is too 

high or negative. According to Newman and Hogan (1981), such a level of density 

varies across cultures, the number of interacting individuals, their tasks and roles, their 

relationship to each other, and their psychological states. Churchman (1999) also 

cautions that the level of density that is regarded as optimal varies between nations, 

cultures, socio-economic classes, contexts, and at different stages of development. 

Most bureaucratic institutions around the globe have persisted in calculating crowding 

by using density measures of number of persons per room in a housing unit 

(Memmott, Birdsall-Jones and Greenop 2012). This density model of predicting 

crowding is based on sleeping and living norms in a British nuclear family culture. 

The model is embedded in Canadian National Occupancy Standards (CNOS) and has 

been adopted by several countries. In Lagos Nigeria, LSDPC apartments' family units 

are essentially nuclear (Iweka 2013). This is in tandem with the British model. Hence, 

this density orthodoxy is considered useful and applicable for understanding crowding 

in LSDPC estates.  

In the present study, crowding is interpreted as an objective measure of spaces, 

available for each person (Baldassare 1979; Warah 2003). OPDM (2004) states that 

the threshold whereby a household is deemed to be overcrowded varies among 

researchers. It is seen as a complex housing problem that involves household 

structure, racial and ethnic diversity, housing availability, gender and age factors. 

These issues have attracted research attention over the years. 

The Canadian National Occupancy Standards (CNOS) was adopted in this study as 

there is no evidence of a model of household crowding specifically for Nigeria. The 

CNOS is based on the number, sex, age, and inter-relationships of household members 

and identifies the number of bedrooms that are required but lacking, based on the 

number of occupants, their age and the gender of siblings. The CNOS is regarded as a 

standard measure for housing utilization.  The specifications of CNOS that were 

applied in this research include: (a) there should be no more than two persons per 

bedroom, (b) Couples and parents should have a separate bedroom, (c) Children under 

5 years either of the same sex or opposite sex may share a bedroom, (d) Children five 

years of age or over of opposite sexes should not share a bedroom, (e) Children less 

than 18 years of age and of the same sex may reasonably share a bedroom, (f)  Single 

household members aged 18 years or over, and any unpaired children require a 

separate    bedroom.  (Australian Bureau of Statistics year book 2008; Memmott, 

Birdsall-Jones and Greenop 2012). 

Households living in apartments where this standard cannot be met are considered to 

be overcrowded. The Canadian occupancy standard follows the argument that 

household size defines only a minimum dwelling size (that is, a threshold of need) that 
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if exceeded will no longer be considered important in a household’s choice of 

dwelling. The sleeping norms considered in CNOS are applicable to Nigeria, 

particularly in terms of separation of sexes. Furthermore, LSDPC housing stock under 

investigation was presumably designed for nuclear households typical of what obtains 

in countries where CNOS thresholds are applicable. The CNOS specifications 

provided a basis for establishing the number of occupants in an apartment. Thus, the 

total number or combinations of persons permitted by CNOS to inhabit a room is 

regarded as “one adult” or “one occupant”.  

Ethnicity and household crowding 

Bulmer (1996) quoted in Llangco (2013)  defined an ethnic group as a collectivity 

within a larger population having real or putative common ancestry, memories of a 

shared historical past and a cultural focus upon one or more symbolic elements which 

define its identity such as kinship, religious affiliation, language, shared territory, 

nationality, physical contiguity or any combination of these. Ethnicity is an individual 

characteristic that may also be tied to the native language spoken and the respondent’s 

local government area of origin. The relationship between household's ethnic 

background and crowding has attracted the attention of several researchers (Moller, 

Johnson, and Dardia 2002; Statistics New Zealand 2012; Gillis, Richard and Hagan 

1986; Ministry of Health 2014; Fuller, Edwards Vorakitphokatorn, Sermsri 1993; 

Pader 2002).  

There seems to be a general consensus that crowding and attitude to crowding vary 

between ethnic and cultural groups. In a study of crowding level in California, Moller, 

Johnson and Dardia (2002) found that Hispanics were 26 times more likely to be 

crowded than those headed by native whites. Also, Latinos and Asians have 

substantially higher average household sizes than Blacks and Whites. An earlier 

investigation by Gillis, Richard and Hagan (1986) equally remarked that Asians were 

more adaptable to high density living and were more able to cope with crowding than 

North Americans and the British. 

In Australia, a study by Ministry of Health (2014) shows that 40% of Pacific peoples 

live in crowded apartments compared to 20% for Maori; 18% for Asians and 4% for 

Europeans. Fuller, Edwards, Vorakitphokatorn and Sermsri (1993) also carried out a 

study on household crowding and family-relations in Bangkok. It was found that the 

normative tolerance for crowding in Bangkok was high compared to North American 

standard. The researchers argued that this could be due to some ameliorating cultural 

factors. The Thais were acknowledged as people who place higher value on social 

interaction and less value on privacy. This is largely in contrast with the situation in 

the United States. Thus space and time appear to be crucial in comparing and 

validating researches on ethnicity undertaken by different authors.   

METHODOLOGY 

This research investigated household ethnicity and crowding level in public housing 

multifamily apartments in urban Lagos. Housing estates belonging to Lagos State 

Development and Property Cooperation (LSPDC) were purposively chosen as a case 

study. A survey research component was incorporated to provide the data on the 

research variables that cannot be obtained through observation or direct physical 

measurement. 

Illesanmi (2005) and Iweka (2012) justified the use of case study approach in this type 

of research on the grounds that the study focuses on information specific to a 
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particular context of LSPDC. Furthermore, it permits the researcher to concentrate on 

an in-depth investigation of a specific issue, ethnicity and crowding levels of 

residents. Different ways of categorizing case studies have been suggested by a 

number of previous researchers (Jensen and Rodgers 2001; Yin 1994; Gerring 2007; 

Stake 1995). The single institutional context of LSDPC qualifies it to be classified as a 

single unit entity, or single case with several embedded units for in-depth 

examination.  

It has been established that LSPDC has 40 residential estates, with a total of 20,572 

apartments (Fatoye and Odusanmi 2009; Jiboye 2009; 2010). However, the current 

research focused on low and medium income estates containing multifamily 

apartments. Twelve estates with a total of 17,679 apartments fell into these categories 

and hence constitute the study population. These are made up of nine estates with 

15,950 apartments in the low income group and three estates with 1,729 apartments in 

the medium income group. Three low income estates and one medium income estate 

were purposively selected as cases for in-depth study. The three selected low income 

estate were Abesan (4,272 apartments), Iba (2,388 apartments) and Dolphin II (576 

apartments). They constitute 65% of the nine Low income estates that form part of the 

study population. Also, one medium income estate, Ebute-Metta (528 apartments) was 

purposively chosen as a case for in-depth study. The 528 apartments in Ebute-Metta 

constitute 40% of all the three middle medium income apartments. Essentially, the 

sample frame of this study was the 7,764 apartments in the four selected estates. In the 

low income category, there are two apartment prototypes at Abesan, one prototype at 

Iba and two prototypes at Dolphin II. The medium income estate at Ebute-Metta 

contains only one prototype apartment.  

Sampling 

In all a 75% (582) sample of all the apartments in the four selected estates was chosen. 

The apartment types available in each estate were classified and stratified according to 

number of bedrooms and the proportion in each estate. The 582 apartments that were 

ultimately picked for detailed survey were selected using systematic random 

technique, after the first apartment was chosen at random. This research adopted the 

approach of some previous studies which used the ethnicity of the eldest person in the 

household to assign ethnicity to a household (Iweka 2012; Statistics New Zealand 

2012). This method was developed by the Otago University Wellington school of 

Medicine and is acclaimed to mitigate field research difficulties and minimize biases 

by ensuring consistency. It is, however, necessary to point out that the ethnicity of the 

oldest person in a household may not truly reflect the rest of the household. 

A structured survey questionnaire instrument was used to obtain data on number of 

household members, number of rooms, ethnicity of household heads, persons-per-

room by age, sex and marital status. The density model of number of persons per 

apartment was observed as an objective measure of household crowding since it is 

unconnected to attitudes and feelings and is not subjected to bias. Data obtained were 

applied to CNOS to extrapolate the total number of adults or their equivalent living in 

an apartment, which indicates the crowding level in the household. 

Measurement of ethnicity 

The response categories for this research were limited to the nine biggest ethnic 

groups in Nigeria that constitute 95% of the languages. Among these, the Yoruba, 

Hausa-Fulani and Igbo constitute 68% of the country’s population. At the same time, 

the Ijaw, Edo, Ibibio, Kanuri, Tiv and Ebira-Nupe account for 27%. The other 
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minority groups comprise the rest 5%. Since all household members were grouped 

and assigned the same ethnic identity as the head of household, it was not possible to 

identify specific combinations. As a consequence, the existence and extent of multiple 

ethnic identities within households were ignored. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The distribution of the respondents shows that the Yoruba ethnic race constitutes the 

largest number 59.4%. Other respondents were Igbo - 21.1%; Edo - 5.7%; Hausa 

Fulani - 5.1%; Ibibio - 1.2%; Ijaw - 1.2%; Kanuri - 1.2%; Tiv - 1.2% and Ebira Nupe - 

0.6%. The large number of Yoruba respondents was probably because the study area 

was in the South Western Nigeria, where the natives are predominantly Yoruba.  

The location information relating to the four estates selected for this study was 

matched with the different categories of apartments found there. This was used to 

group the apartments into Type One (2-bedroom) Abesan, Type Two (2-bedroom) 

Dolphin, Type Three (3-bedroom) Abesan, Type Four (3-bedroom) Iba, Type Five (3-

bedroom) Dolphin and Type Six (4 bedroom) Ebute-Metta, for the purpose of 

analyses - Table 1.0. Therefore there are four locations of interest: Abesan estate, 

Dolphin II estate, Iba estate and Ebute-Metta estate. 

Group measure was adopted in interpreting the crowding levels of occupants 

belonging to different ethnic identities in each of these apartment types. This was 

achieved by grouping all the apartment occupants in each of the ethnic groups into 

three categories: (a) households that contain one or two occupants; (b) households that 

contain three to five occupants and (c) households that contain six or more occupants. 

The occupants are interpreted as total number of adults or its equivalent entitled to 

sleep in one room. This is extracted by reconciling the questionnaire data with CNOS 

specifications. 

ABESAN ESTATE: As revealed in Table 1.0, 100% of all respondents in Type One 

(2-bedroom) apartments are Yoruba. Among the households investigated 77.79% 

harbour 3-5 occupants. Also, 16.67% of the households contain 1-2 occupants while 

5.56% are occupied by six or more residents. The Yoruba group constitutes 76.26% of 

all the residents of Type Three (3-bedroom) apartments, Abesan. Six other ethnic 

groups found in this apartment type are Hausa-Fulani (2.99%), Igbo (10.40%), Edo 

(4.48%), Ibibio (1.49%). Of all these apartments, those containing 1-2 occupants were 

found among the Yoruba (23.88%) and Kanuri (1.49). Similarly, households 

containing six or more occupants were more likely to be found among the Yoruba’s 

(7.46%) and the Igbo’s (1.49%). Apartments that harbour 3-5 occupants are the 

dominant situation among six out of the seven ethnic groups in Type Three (3-

bedroom) category. 

DOLPHIN II ESTATE: Table 1.0 also indicates that Type Two (2-bedroom) in this 

estate is inhabited mainly by the Yoruba (53.35%), Hausa-Fulani (13.33%), Igbo 

(20.00%) and Edo (6.67%). Of the four ethnic groups in this apartment type, 

households containing 1-2 occupants were all Yoruba and constituted 6.67%. 

Similarly households containing six or more occupants were found among the Yoruba 

(20.01%) and Igbo (6.67%). On the contrary, respondents in apartments that harbour 

3-5 occupants were found in all the four ethnic categories that occupy this apartment 

type. Moreover, this occupancy of 3-5 persons represents the highest for each of the 

four ethnic groups. Yoruba has the highest occupancy of 26.67%. Hausa-Fulani and 

Igbo have 13.33% each while Edo has 6.67%. The Type Five (3-bedroom) at Dolphin 
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harbours eight ethnic groups and this represents the highest number in all the six 

apartment types investigated in this research, the ethnic groups found in this apartment 

type are Yoruba (56%), Edo (8%), Hausa-Fulani (8%), Igbo (4%), Ijaw (4%), Ibibio 

(4%), Kanuri (4%) and Tiv (4%). 

Table 1.0: Grouped measures of crowding level based on household ethnicity 

 

 
A similar level of crowding experience was found in both Type Two (2-bedroom) and 

Type Five (3-bedroom). Households containing 1-2 occupants are very scanty and 

likely to be among the Yoruba (8%) and Ibibio (4%). Also, households of six or more 
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occupants are more likely to be found among the Yoruba (16%) and the Edo (4%). 

The highest proportion of residents belonging to each of the eight ethnic groups in this 

apartment type harbour households with 3-5 occupants. 

IBA ESTATE: All the respondents from this estate belong to three ethnic groups 

namely Yoruba (20%), Igbo (73.33%) and Edo (6.67%) – Table 1.0. This is the only 

apartment type in which people of Yoruba ethnic background were not found among 

households containing 1-2 occupants. Instead the Igbo (20%) and Edo (6.67%) 

dominate this household crowding level. The study shows that the Edo are not found 

among the households harbouring 3-5 occupants and six or more occupants. These 

occupancy levels are found among the Yoruba and Igbo. However, among the Igbo, 

households containing 3-5 occupants constitute 40% while households of six or more 

occupants constitute 13.33%.  

EBUTE-METTA ESTATE: Table 1.0 shows that the respondents in this estate were 

Yoruba (8.58%), Igbo (2.86%), Ijaw (2.86%), Edo (8.58%), Tiv (2.86%). The Ijaws 

were only found in households containing 1-2 occupants, while the Tivs were only 

found in households containing 3-5 occupants. The Yoruba and Igbo were found 

among the three measures of crowding level, while Hausa-Fulani and Edo ethnic 

groups are most likely to be found in households containing 1-2 occupants and 

households containing 3-5 occupants. Overall, households that harbour 3-5 occupants 

were highest among the six ethnic groups covered in Type Six (4- bedroom) 

apartment in Ebute-Metta.  

Statistical validation of effect of ethnicity on household's crowding level 

The effect of ethnicity on crowding level among residents of the six apartments 

investigated was tested using chi-square technique. The results are shown in Table 

2.0. The statistical level of significance for acceptance or rejection was set at 95% 

confidence interval. Thus P-Value (that is, T tabulated) represents the effect of 

ethnicity on crowding level. The decision rule is that at the same degree of freedom, if 

the P-Value is less than 0.05, the effect of ethnicity on dwelling density is classified as 

“significant”. This implies that at the same degree of freedom, if the P-Value is higher 

than 0.05, the effect of ethnicity on dwelling density is classified as “not significant”. 

The table reveals that ethnicity had no significant effect on household’s crowding 

level, at 95% confidence level. 

Table 2.0: Effect of ethnicity on household’s crowding 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The research results indicate that four ethnic groups of Yoruba, Igbo, Edo and Hausa 

Fulani constitute 91.4% of the total number of respondents. Therefore the cultural 

traits and life styles that are common and acceptable to these four dominant groups 

should capture the attention of public housing providers in Lagos. The widespread 

speculation that Nigeria is made up of over 250 ethnic nationalities was not supported 
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by the data from this study. Only 14 ethnic groups were represented among the 176 

household heads who responded to questionnaire. Disaggregating across groups 

reveals that no one ethnic group consistently maintained higher or lower crowding 

level over the other groups across apartments. A chi-square test further reveals that 

ethnicity of household head did not have any significant effect on apartment 

crowding, at 95% confidence level. Overall, an occupancy level of 3-5 persons per 

household represents the most occurring experience among the ethnic groups in all the 

apartments investigated. This result contrasts with findings from earlier researchers 

which highlighted differences among ethnic groups in their apparent acceptance of 

higher levels of crowding (Moller, Johnson, and Dardia 2002; Statistics New Zealand 

2013; Gillis, Richard and Hagan 1986; Ministry of Health 2014; Fuller, Edwards 

Vorakitphokatorn, Sermsri 1993). 

Two postulations can be adduced. (1) LSDPC tends to propagate an ideology of one-

size-fits-all compact prototype apartments for nuclear households, (2) earlier finding 

that the dominant pattern of LSDPC's apartments was inclined towards Eurocentric 

lifestyles of nuclear family arrangement with not more than five adult-equivalent 

occupants (Iweka 2013). Over all, the design of LSDPC apartments should target 

meeting the spatial needs of persons from Yoruba, Edo, Ibo and Hausa-Fulani ethnic 

origin. Apartment types which cater for these ethnic groups should be deliberately 

mixed to meet their varying home space needs, while striving to achieve ethnic and 

social integration. However, further research is required to validate these results 

before applying them to settlements in Lagos that are outside public housing estates.  
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