[LRH] Health and Housing

[RRH] R. Mehdipanah

Perspecti

{

rip

Without Affordable, Accessible, and Adequate Housing, Health Has No

Foundation

Roshanak Mehdipanah

School of Public Health, University of Michigan

dNUSG

ts:
Toda using disparities are rooted in the increasing commodification of housing
at has taken precedence over the need for shelter, a basic human right.
Wiih rising housing costs across the country, more residents are finding their monthly
ianng to rent, mortgage payments, property taxes, and utilities, leaving little

for nd medication.
H!siné is a determinant of health, and with increasing housing disparities, action

en to ensure no individual is displaced, communities remain intact, and

cities COl’lil 1ue to thrive.
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Disparities in access to safe, adequate, and affordable housing contribute to health
inequities worldwide. Today’s housing disparities are rooted in the increasing
commodijl ion of housing that has taken precedence over the need for shelter, a basic
human ri nited States, historical and contemporary policies have created and
mamtame!ramal, ethnic, gender, and other systemic disparities in opportunities to access
economic Qs and quality housing. A 2022 report by the National Association of
h

Realtors s that although homeownership rates in the United States increased by 1.3%

S

in 2020, t t annual rise recorded, homeownership rates for Black Americans (43.4%)

remained fower fan White Americans (72.1%).’

U

Suc ing disparities can impact both the physical and mental well-being of
populatio ample, mortgage foreclosures have been associated with worse mental
health andiph 1 symptoms like trouble sleeping, chest pain, and stomach cramps.

Furthe ympacts of foreclosure go beyond individuals directly affected. Existing
research deggates that those who resided in neighborhoods that experienced high
foreclosure rates were more likely to seek treatment in hospitals and emergency rooms for
various cc!ditions including mental health, stroke, and heart attacks.’

T orhood environment beyond housing also impacts health. Public health
research ha: ided strong evidence on the connection between a neighborhood’s social,
economicgd ;h;/sical environmental factors such as poverty, access to healthy food, and
levels owvarious mental and physical health outcomes, including anxiety,
depression, heart@isease, and stroke.*” However, much of this research has overlooked the
potential rol using in moderating the effect of neighborhood conditions on health. For
examp@g older houses in neighborhoods with greater exposure to air pollution

could provide a level of protection against toxins through better air filtration systems.® Also,
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the stress of being at risk for eviction may offset the health benefits of neighborhood
amenities.
rective demonstrates that housing insecurity—which encompasses the

dimensio g unaffordability, inaccessibility, and inadequacy—is a major public
health i:s!mtrong ramifications affecting households, neighborhoods, and cities.’ Here,
I examine gachif these dimensions in relation to health and health inequities and discuss
policies thucontributed to each dimension, and, in the face of glaring housing
disparitiew nited States and their effect on health inequities, I propose the important
role of public th research to provide additional evidence to inform and advance policies

designed t&te negative neighborhood impacts, housing disparities, and health
inequities
Affor ing

Housj unaffordable for many Americans. Nearly one-third of Americans spend
30% or more of their household incomes on housing costs, including rent or mortgage

payments §property taxes, and utilities.'” Among all renters, half spend more than 30% of

[

their inco using costs, and a quarter spend 50% or more.'' Table 1 shows how
unaffordabi 1sproportionately impacts lower-income households, with 83.4% of renter

and ownerSeccupied households that make less than $20,000 a year paying more than 30% of

h

L

their in d housing costs in the past 12 months.'® That is approximately 11.5 times

more than houselblds earning $75,000 or more a year. Housing affordability can influence

Gl

access to ot ds, including food and medical care, that are critical for maintaining

health. h has also connected housing insecurity, which results from being cost-

A

burdened, to poorer self-reported health, delayed doctor visits, and higher distress.'>'*
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With housing prices steadily rising since the mortgage foreclosure crisis in the late
2000s, wages remaining relatively unchanged, overall living costs increasing due to inflation,

and a hous1ﬁiply that has not met the demand, the number of Americans considered to be

cost-burd jected to increase.'> As homeownership has become less attainable for
first-time !:yers, rental prices have also increased across the country, with some major cities
experiencmage rent increases of up to 40%.'¢ In 2021, the hourly wage necessary to
afford a tw. oom apartment at fair-market rent in the United States was $24.90, well
above the wederal minimum wage of $7.25 per hour.'”'® In some states like
California, the hQurly wage needed was $39.03."" In that same year in California, the median

hourly wi&&ﬁghters was $37.77, $29.17 for bus drivers, and $14.73 for a retail

salespers portant positions for cities to function.'’

T@}-w pandemic has exacerbated housing disparities. From 2020 to 2022,

ise in housing prices compared to the overall inflation rate.”” With more

Accordingfo the US Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey data collected between April
and July 2 eowners with mortgage debt and renters experienced greater mental

distress an er self-rated health, compared to owners with no mortgage debt.”> Renters

were also gre likely to experience job loss, food insecurity, and the inability to pay housing-

related Mg this period compared to homeowners.”*

On@ber 4, 2020, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
imposed a nati@fWide temporary federal moratorium on residential evictions, taking effect
less tha@s after the expiration of a different set of eviction protections established
by the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act earlier in the year.”

Using evidence from public health research on the consequences of eviction for COVID-19
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transmission, the CDC took unprecedented actions to mitigate many evictions and provide
additional time for individuals to access emergency rental assistance.** Although this helped
in reducin 11 evictions, in the three months following the end of the moratorium in
August 20& cities like Las Vegas and Houston, eviction filings were restored to
historic-nlgm5 Approximately half of the $46 billion allocated by Congress for
emergencygientahassistance had been used by the time the program ended in the summer of
2022, resu some extensions.*® Nonetheless, the CDC’s implementation of an eviction
moratoriquample of the role public health agencies can have on preventing housing
instability, partiC@larly in emergency situations. Eviction and health are intricately linked;

several stﬁe documented the negative impacts of evictions on depression, stress, and

hospital r issions.”” > Also, the stigma associated with evictions, including referral

checks, "mnore difficult for individuals to find housing posteviction, further

contrib ative health and health inequities.

rents, inflation, and climbing eviction rates have together contributed to
higher rates ot homelessness across the country, with shelters and encampments in US cities

seeing a ss%e of people.’' The public health literature shows individuals experiencing

homeless t greater risk of exposures to crime, violence, and extreme weather, all
in 32-34

contributi oorer physical and mental well-being. Homelessness is not a new

problemi &:n; back to decades of policies restricting the supply of housing. For example,

single-wng has limited housing development to single-family homes rather than

multifamily aparfinent buildings or duplexes, resulting in limited supply and increased

housing costsga#¥ The need for more long-term solutions is critical to prevent housing loss, a
growing ealth concern.

Access to Housing
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In the United States, beyond the financial barriers of obtaining and maintaining a
home, historical and contemporary housing policies have disproportionately benefited non-
Hispanic *f y providing them more opportunities to become homeowners and build

their weal olicies have restricted housing choices for Hispanics and non-Hispanic

ites b
Blacks ?o mrhoods that are often economically underserved and overexposed to
environmeagal taxins.*>*’

OQIG of a policy restricting housing access by race is the action taken by the
Home O an Corporation (HOLC), one of the many agencies designed by the

Roosevelt admiMgtration as part of the New Deal.** In the early 1930s, to stabilize the

nation’s m&lendmg system and help middle-income Americans purchase new homes

by providi term and low-interest mortgages, the HOLC was formed.*' The agency
created m@ps ade neighborhoods based on their level of risk: A (green) for “best”; B
(blue) formsti irable”; C (yellow) for “definitely declining”; and D (red) for
“hazardous.”_Zg#MNeighborhoods that had a larger proportion of non-White racialized groups,

mainly non-Hispanic Blacks, were classified as “hazardous” or “too risky” for investment.
This restri@ted homeownership opportunities in these areas and led to a heavy reliance on
land contr. hich the buyer would pay the owner directly. Without the safety net
offered thro ortgages, if a buyer was unable to make a payment on time, they could be
evicted ang;se any equity they had built in their home.** Land contracts were also more
expens&H study of the Chicago area during the time redlining maps were widely
used show@n average, Black Americans were paying $587 more per month (in 2019
dollars) for them#¥ome compared to those who had conventional mortgages. From 1940 to
1960, i@ack residents building equity in their homes, approximately $4 billion was
taken from Black households attempting to become homeowners in this area.*?"’
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While residential segregation, an outcome of such policies, has been studied in

relation to health and neighborhood conditions cross-sectionally,***

the role of the housing
system in shaping these neighborhoods has been examined less over time. Researchers like
Nancy Kr ed some of the work examining historical redlining practices with

N , , . 4647
present-das health outcomes, including preterm birth and cancer.”™"" Other researchers have
connected gedliming practices to other health and health-related outcomes, including asthma-
related eme

y department visits, lack of food retailers, and increased urban heat island

48- A . . . . .
effects.*® 1dghce from these studies and others is crucial for discussions around

S

reparations for Black Americans and the development of policies addressing the racial wealth

U

gap throug ing opportunities.

i

A ample of a policy that contributed to the racial wealth gap in the United

States is t 1, or the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944.°* The bill aimed to

d

provid employment, medical, and housing opportunities to more than 8 million

World War | rans, but in practice the program restricted eligibility to certain discharge

\;

statuses not often given to Black veterans.” This limited many Black veterans from accessing
public assi§tance for housing purchase, restricting homeownership opportunities once again.
However, th impacts of these actions have rarely been discussed or studied in public
health. Exis studies on the impacts of the GI Bill on health are limited to education
benefits 0£;115 * and by race.”

Mho have succeeded in becoming homeowners, studies have reported better
health outcomes ;mpared to renters, largely attributed to the stability and wealth
accumulatio eownership can provide.’**’ For example, among children,
homeov@d the residential stability it provides has been linked to greater educational
attainment and stronger vocabulary skills and contributing to positive childhood

development.”® However, whether homeownership is always good for one’s health has been

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



questioned in recent years, particularly after the 2008 mortgage foreclosure crisis in which

predatory lending targeted low-income communities largely of color and led to

disproporti rates of default and dispossession.”” During the foreclosure crisis, Black and

Hispanic alth fell by 47.6% and 44.3%, respectively, while White families lost
- ' _ , _

26.2% of gheir wealth.”” Even some who did not lose their property, especially those in

neighborhwh higher rates of foreclosures and vacancy, saw their home values never

1 . . . g
recover an unable to move to a new house.’”®' Combined with the evidence linking

S

historical ieg¥such as redlining, these events question whether homeownership always
provides h@neﬁts.&’63

One most important pieces of legislation to promote equal opportunities in
housing is it Housing Act (FHA) of 1968. The FHA, as amended, prohibits

discrimined on race, color, sex, religion, disability, national origin, and familial

status f purchase, rent, lease, sale, or finance of a home.** The FHA protects

individuals a mmunities from discrimination and provides opportunities for good-quality
schools, as well as access to healthy foods and other resources that promote good health.®*®
Although @nforcement of the FHA across the country has reduced more overt types of

discrimin, tle incidents continue to exist and impact housing choice.®®

Hou iscrimination is linked to poor health outcomes. Research has connected

h

racial disclmination in mortgage-lending practices to poor health, including poorer self-rated

|

health, orectal cancer survival rates, and greater Black-White disparities in cancer

67-69 A

generally. itional studies have linked housing discrimination to higher stress levels’®

L

and potentia ater exposure to environmental toxins.” Research shows that experiencing

housing ation could even outweigh the potential mental health benefits of moving

A

into a lower-poverty neighborhood.’
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This growing literature on housing discrimination has disproportionately examined
race and lacks studies on disability, which continues to account for the greatest number of
complaints %) in the United States.*® This population is especially important to study
because t ational rent for a studio/efficiency unit in 2016 was nearly equal to the

N , , :
monthly Sspplemental Security Income payment that is usually the only source of income for
non-elderlygmdulgs with disabilities.”*?>® Furthermore, while we are learning more about the
relationshi

of neighbw\aracteristics in predicting housing discrimination.”*”®

More res8arch is needed to understand neighborhood dynamics, including how

een housing discrimination and health, few studies have focused on the role

U

housing doi&tion patterns correspond with changes in racial and economic patterns

such as houlsi lue shifts, financial investments, and local business closures. This evidence

would all es to monitor neighborhoods for housing discrimination risk and engage

d

neighb h highest risk of housing discrimination.

M

Adequate Housing

Th@ global use of stay-at-home orders as a method to prevent COVID-19 transmission

[

highlights ortance of housing conditions. Staying at home limits the risks of acquiring

0O

and transmi COVID-19. However, for some, staying at home posed other threats to their

h

health an ]l-being, including infestations, mold, and structural housing problems.”” In

L

2019, t n Housing Survey, a joint initiative between the US Department of

Housing and Urb@in Development and the US Census Bureau, published findings from 124.1

G

million occ ousing units.”® According to their findings, nearly 14 million households

(11.3%) 1 seeing signs of cockroaches in the past year, with more renters (15.9%) than

A

owners (8.7%) reporting sightings.”’ Furthermore, 3.6 million households (3.0%) reported

signs of mold in their homes in the past year, with again more renters (4.4%) than owners
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2.1%) repor tillg lll()ld.78 A 2016 report showed that 30 million homes in the United States
p

had some form of serious health and safety hazard, including damaged plumbing, gas leaks,

and structuralproblems.***
Hi e public health and housing literature has well established the

connectiombetween physical conditions of a house—such as inadequate ventilation, lack of

protection treme temperatures, pest infestation, exposure to toxins, and poor
infrastructu nd health outcomes.® ™ For example, poor air ventilation can be linked to
mold buichh is strongly associated with respiratory diseases like asthma and
allergies.SE(:rowding in the home has also been linked to increased exposures to
various co icable diseases, including tuberculosis and more recently COVID-19,%"
while rat pest infestations have been associated with numerous diseases and
disorders,Mg allergies.® Finally, poor infrastructure from lack of maintenance has

posed reats such as flooding and roof caving, resulting in an increased risk for

88
S.

home-based j
By 1dentifying the risks of housing conditions on health, public health research has
played a v!al role in changing industry practices. For example, studies examining the dangers
of lead-ba t and lead poisoning®” led to the federal government banning consumer
uses of lead- d paints.”’ However, decades after the law was implemented, studies
continue tgaow child lead poisoning across the country.”” One recent study showed that
lead-powes in Detroit, Michigan, were higher among children under the age of six
living in rental pi@perties owned by investors who purchased the properties in bulk out of
foreclosure Other studies have shown the connection between investor-owned rentals
and the{gi;)n of housing conditions.”>”® With a chronic shortage of affordable
housing across the country, the high demand for housing allows landlords to increase rent

while failing to improve the conditions of their properties. This is of particular concern in
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11
cities like Detroit, where large proportions of tax-foreclosed homes were sold to investors and
speculators through tax auctions and 90% of eviction cases filed during the pandemic came
from 1and|0 hose property lacked a certificate of compliance, a quality assurance

9798021 Therefore, better

document hat the house is safe for occupancy.
I . . . ..
understangng of landlord practices and business models as they relate to housing conditions
and health gutcames is needed to develop policies that protect renters’ health.
In ts to improve housing conditions, state and local governments enact housing

and buildi aimed at ensuring residential properties meet the minimum safety and

health standardsN\However, code enforcement strategies differ across cities because resource

constraints jorities vary across local governments.””'*"* Enforcement of housing
codes shoﬂmbined with financial resources to support repairs for renters and low-
income h rs who may be especially impacted by punitive enforcement.” Cities have
imple sharing programs to finance capital projects and property tax incentives,

but these pro tend to be limited and benefit more resourced landlords, leaving nonprofit
and small programs to address low-income landlords and renters.'”' The programs that exist
to help IO\Sincome owners with repairs only benefit owner-occupied households. The
Departme iculture’s Section 504 Home Repair program assists low-income rural
homeowners; " and the Department of Energy’s Weatherization Assistance Program helps
low-incoﬁaomeowners make weather resistance modifications.'” As the housing stock
continu ®¥ore government investment is needed to meet the growing demand.

Federal program;hould prioritize home repair investments, while state and local

government 1d provide home repair loans with 0% interest and no credit score
requirem

Another pressing area needing more attention is the impact of climate change, notably

rising temperatures and increasing natural disasters, on housing conditions. As cities continue
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to sprawl and temperatures rise, more urban areas are experiencing the urban heat island
effect, where temperatures are higher in cities than surrounding suburban areas.'®” The urban
heat islan! t has been associated with increased risk of hospitalization, respiratory
illness, an %57 Homes that are energy efficient and equipped with cooling options

. . o .
provide a !Vel of protection again rising heat levels, while those that do not have these

. . 1 1
features couid imgrease the adverse risk effects of tenants. %1%

Alt rising temperatures affect health inside the home, natural disasters—which
are becorrw common with climate change—can result in severe housing loss and
displacement. 005, Hurricane Katrina ravaged New Orleans, leaving homes uninhabitable
and disproportionately displacing thousands of Black residents.''® The Lower Ninth Ward,
one of the hit neighborhoods, had some of the highest rates of Black homeownership
in the city, itionally, due to the mismanagement of funding and slow regeneration,
more t irds of New Orleans’s Black residents moved to other cities without ever
regaining thej es.''!"® With climate change posing significant threats for housing in

21%-century cities, more research is needed to identify health outcomes related to housing in a
climate-a(Serse environment and develop strategies to help urban populations stay safely

housed.

O

Reduc@ Inequities Related to Housing Disparities

the foundation for a healthy life, but addressing housing disparities is

becoming more §allenging with a housing market that continues to ignore housing as a basic
human right ublic health research makes the case for more affordable, accessible, and
adequa40 promote better physical and mental health.''*'"> Immediate action is
needed to address and prevent the growing health equity gaps associated with housing. Public

health can do more to protect certain populations, such as seniors, children, women, people of
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color, those with low income, and those with disabilities, from experiencing housing

instability and displacement. Such populations are at risk because they are considered place-

{

bound, meapinag they tend to have greater interaction and time spent within their homes and
neighborhmsearch has highlighted significant health impacts of housing in the

N
elderly pos:lation. A 2010 study by James and Sweany showed that cognitive decline in

seniors cowowed by improving the small percentage of housing in the worst physical

conditions. a result, the difference in cognitive decline associated with living in housing

S

condition sideéred “poor” compared to those rated “good” was nearly equivalent to aging

SiX more years.

U

The ve health impacts of dispossession and displacement are also important

i

themes to Displacement can result in the loss of social networks, lack of access to

health car alld Qifficulties in adhering to medical treatment.''®'* In cities with greater

d

shorta able housing, gentrification is displacing Black and brown Americans and

immigrants.'~-gIn cities like Miami, where the effects of climate change are most

M

prominent, investors and developers have dispossessed populations to build “safe zones,” or

areas conditlered to be less affected by climate change.'*® One of these neighborhoods is

d

Little Haita in the past decade, developers have purchased considerable land in the

O

area for higli*f1S¢ condos and upscale businesses, with little consideration for a community of

h

Haitians it has been established there for 50 years.'**

L

these issues and others, a strong understanding of housing as a public

health issue mustjbe included across disciplines and incorporated into public and private

U

decision ma oreover, an understanding of health equity in housing is necessary to

ensure t dividuals, regardless of their race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic position,

A

and disability status, can access affordable and adequate housing. Therefore, strategies to

retain affordable housing stock for low- and middle-income households must be prioritized.

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



14

Numerous strategies exist that can together improve affordability, accessibility, and
adequacy in the housing market. To retain and increase affordable housing options, the
Nationaﬂ# Trust Fund can be used to build, rehabilitate, and preserve affordable
housing fc&th low income, while elimination of restrictive zoning policies would
allow f:r mlopment of affordable units, and explanation of public housing can increase
the affordable hausing stock.'*>'?® To keep rents affordable, the Housing Choice Voucher
and the L(mne Housing Tax Credit programs can be used to subsidize rents, rent
stabilizatim; used to protect the affordable housing stock, and an extension of
emergency rentafjassistance programs can provide temporary financial assistance to renters
during une financial hardships. To improve homeownership access, shared-equity

homeown odels like community land trusts can provide homeownership opportunities

for low- ame-income residents while stabilizing property values and preserving

afford the long term. To prevent housing discrimination and promote housing

accessibilit arginalized populations, more education and resources are needed to
enforce the Fair Housing Act of 1968. Finally, to ensure that all tenants live in safe and
secure hmsi'ng, housing and building code enforcement is needed alongside sufficient
financial s

Pub alth can inform these policy changes by continuing to provide the evidence
on the im&ts of :policies and the health effects of housing insecurity and displacement.
Public wﬂments, particularly at the local level, can also partner with city
neighborhood anShousing departments to use community health assessments and identify
major housi ds of residents with the goal of addressing those needs.'”” With a growing
renter p{more affordable housing is needed, including the expansion of public
housing in cities. In addition, greater protection of existing housing that is affordable is

needed through mechanisms like rent stabilization.
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Conclusion

{

Housiag as a commodity has presented a fundamental threat to health and health

equity by sing less affordable, accessible, and adequate. Throughout this paper I

have expl@Fed emerging issues as cities continue to become more economically exclusive by

pricing oufdowagnd middle-income residents. Public health must prioritize and address

C

housing di s in our society to reduce displacement and promote healthier and more

vibrant ci

S

sing is a determinant of health, and with increasing housing disparities,

action must be taen to ensure no individual is displaced, communities remain whole, and

U

cities conti hrive.
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Table 1. Broportien of Housing Cost Burden and Household Income of Renters and Owners

{

in the Uni

Proportion of Households
Percentage of Renter and

by Household Income

AU

Owner-Occupied Households

Among Renters and
Paying >30% of Income
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Past 12 Months”

Less thw 83.4% 12.6%

$20,000 t 63.0% 13.0%

H I
$35,000 tdf$49,999 41.9% 12.1%

$50,000 ta4$74.9 24.4% 17.5%

C

S

$75,000 o e 7.2% 44.8%

Data from the Agierican Community Survey 2016-2020 five-year estimates.

U

* Total nu enters and owner-occupied households excludes households with zero or

N

negative income and those with no cash rent, making up less than 2% of the population.

® Denomingt 11 renter and owner-occupied households within that income bracket.

d

 Deno 11 renter and owner-occupied households.
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