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A B S T R A C T

Background: The current housing crisis in the U.S. requires the consideration and promotion of policies that
improve the circumstances of severe housing cost burdens. Building public awareness of the health impacts
associated with housing affordability may be a key prerequisite for policy change.
Methods: Quantitative and qualitative data from a national survey were used to investigate public under-
standings about housing affordability as a key driver of health. Quantitative and qualitative findings were in-
tegrated to test whether any relationships existed between respondents’ considerations and concerns about
housing affordability and their perceptions about housing affordability as a social determinant of health.
Findings: These data support four key findings. First, understandings of the relationship between affordable
housing and health are partisan and income-based driven, with Republicans and high-income respondents less
likely to acknowledge the effects of housing affordability on health. Second, varied frames of communication
about the relationship between housing affordability and health may produce significantly different reactions
among political and income subgroups.

Third, while there is considerable agreement that housing affordability promotes health when using forced-
choice measures, connections between affordable housing and health are not readily volunteered. Finally, the
themes of personal responsibility and stability and security significantly resonate with Republicans and high-income
earners.
Conclusions: Contextualizing the issue of housing affordability within various domains in ways that effectively
resonate with the American public and policymakers and across political and income spectra, is highly im-
perative.

1. Introduction

Housing is a critical social determinant of health (Kavanagh et al.,
2016; Braubach, 2011; Gibson et al., 2011; Shaw, 2004). There are four
major connections between housing and poor health outcomes. The first
is substandard housing quality, which increases risk of experiencing
adverse physical and mental health conditions, such as lead poisoning,
asthma, injury and stress (Fukuzawa & Karnas, 2015; Lubell et al.,
2013). The second includes characteristics of unhealthy neighborhoods,
such as the lack of recreational areas, low walkability, and decreased
access to full service grocery stores (Fukuzawa & Karnas, 2015; Lubell
et al., 2013). The third consists of poor social and community attri-
butes, including low levels of neighborhood security and social cohe-
sion, residential segregation, and concentrated poverty (Fukuzawa &
Karnas, 2015; Lubell et al., 2013).The fourth connection between

housing and poor health is affordability – the cost of housing relative to
household income (Maqbool, Viveiros, & Ault, 2015).

1.1. Unaffordable housing and health

Housing affordability is linked to numerous physical and psycho-
logical health consequences (Krieger & Higgins, 2002; Lubell, Crain, &
Cohen, 2007; Pollack, Griffin, & Lynch, 2010; Mason, Baker, Blakely, &
Bentley, 2013) and high health care spending (Sandel, Cook, et al.
2016). Behavioral health issues, such as alcoholism (Bentley, Baker,
Mason, Subramanian, & Kavanagh, 2011), are associated with living in
homes at-risk of foreclosure, or in neighborhoods experiencing high
rates of foreclosure (Downing, 2016). Lack of stable housing due to cost
creates barriers to accessing health care, which is particularly detri-
mental to vulnerable populations and individuals living with chronic
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conditions (Kushel, Gupta, Gee, & Haas, 2006; Aidala, Wilson, et al.
2016).

Macro-level policy decisions around planning and zoning prevent
low- and moderate-income households, and racial/ethnic minorities,
from obtaining and maintaining affordable housing (U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development 2005; Wiley & Powell, 2006; Reeves
& Halikias, 2016). These structural constraints include restrictive
zoning laws that limit construction of residential housing, producing
housing shortages and dramatic spikes in prices of existing homes
(Brown Calder, 2017; Nino, 2017). Rent control laws have contributed
to a shortage of affordable housing, and incited discriminatory renting
practices as well (Chiland, 2018). For example, California’s rent control
act, Costa-Hawkins, has had a disproportionate negative effect on low-
income and minority residents (Kamel, 2012) and serves as a legal
obstacle to rental inclusionary housing programs (Wiener & Barton,
2014). The shortage of available housing generated by these and other
policies has been further compounded by stagnant wage growth among
Americans. Since 1960, rents in the U.S. have risen 64% while incomes
have only increased 18% (Woo, 2016).

The confluence of these phenomena has resulted in housing cost
burden and severe cost burden (mortgage/rent greater than 30% of
income, or, 50% of income, respectively), which present formidable
challenges to low- and moderate-income families in both urban and
rural communities (Murray & Schuetz, 2018; National Rural Housing
Coalition, 2018). An estimated 12 million renter and homeowner
households in the U.S. pay more than 50% of their annual incomes on
housing (Steffen et al., 2015). Housing cost burden is not only a risk
factor for poor health and the postponement of health care services but
is also at least as important as other housing risk factors, including
measures of physical quality (Coley, Leventhal, Lynch, & Kull, 2013;
Meltzer & Schwartz, 2016).

Housing burden, as well as property owners disproportionately
targeting vulnerable groups for eviction (Desmond, An, Winkler, &
Ferriss, 2013), has led to approximately 500,000 homeless individuals
on any given night in the U.S. (National Alliance to End Homelessness,
2018), and nearly one million evictions in 2016 (Brancaccio & Long,
2018). Indeed, among tenants facing or experiencing eviction due to
housing arrears, the psychological and physical health effects are
striking. Children and caregivers in low-income households struggling
to pay rent have increased risk of poor health, including increased child
hospitalizations and maternal depressive symptoms (Sandel et al.,
2018). Similarly, mothers experiencing eviction have significantly more
material hardship and depression, and are more likely to report worse
health for their children and greater parenting stress (Desmond &
Kimbro, 2015). Eviction has also been associated with both psycholo-
gical trauma (Fullilove & Shock, 2004) and as a risk factor for suicide
(Serby, Brody, Amin, & Yanowitch, 2006).

Housing burden also causes individuals and families to live in
housing with an insufficient number of rooms relative to the number of
people living in the dwelling (Leventhal & Newman, 2010; Solari &
Mare, 2012). In addition to poor physical and behavioral health out-
comes, crowding has been linked to lower math and reading scores
among school-age children, which may impede their ability to succeed
later in life (Leventhal & Newman, 2010; Solari & Mare, 2012). No-
tably, crowding not only affects low-income populations, but impacts
middle-class dwellers as well (Thornberg, 2016)

1.2. Public views on housing affordability as a social & economic
determinant of health

Research suggests that the public has little understanding of how
social and economic forces align to produce poor health (Robert,
Booske, Rigby, & Rohan, 2008; RWJF, Carger, & Westen, 2010)). For
the most part, Americans attribute health to individual-based behaviors
and access to medical care as opposed to broad-based social and eco-
nomic factors, such as housing, income, and employment (i.e. social

determinants of health) (Robert, Booske, et al., 2008; Gollust, Lantz, &
Ubel, 2009). The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s (RWJF) 2010
study, “A New Way to Talk About The Social Determinants of Health”,
ascertained public beliefs regarding variations in health and why these
variations exist among population sub-groups. Although the phrase
‘social determinants of health’ elicited negative public reactions, its
underlying construct was nonetheless well received (RWJF et al.,
2010).

Public agreement about the impact of social and economic de-
terminants may be steadily growing. For example, a recent study found
growing numbers of Americans now acknowledge social and economic
factors as having “a strong influence on individual health” (Bye,
Ghirardelli, & Fontes, 2016). In regard to housing, such views corre-
spond with earlier findings regarding public opinion about housing
quality and its effects on health and educational opportunities (Belden,
Shashaty, & Zipperer, 2004). Though these studies suggest heightened
public awareness of the influence of the social and economic determi-
nants of health, less is known about the extent of public understanding
about whether or how housing affordability impacts health (Manuel &
Kendall-Taylor, 2016) or the current state of public support for policies
targeting housing affordability to improve health.

1.3. Building public awareness of the link between housing affordability and
health

In light of the critical connection between housing affordability and
health, the U.S. housing crisis calls for the consideration and promotion
of policies that improve the circumstances of housing cost burdens
(Freeman, 2002; National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty,
2016). Generally, affordable housing policies can be classified into
three major categories: rental assistance, homeownership assistance,
and land use and regulatory incentives (Kalugina, 2016). Specifically,
these policies include Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) and
housing vouchers, subsidization of for-sale housing, government con-
struction of shelter housing, inclusionary zoning, and policies to reduce
the regulatory burden on new home construction (Kalugina, 2016;
Taylor, 2016). Other proposed policies have geared towards decreasing
housing cost burdens to prevent adverse health outcomes, such as
providing monetary assistance to families heavily strained by rent or
mortgage to improve self-perceived health status (Novoa, Amat, et al.,
2017).

Building public awareness of the health impacts associated with
housing affordability may be a key prerequisite for policy change
(Fukuzawa & Karnas, 2015). The dearth of understanding about public
views regarding the relationship between housing affordability and
health may attenuate U.S. policymakers’ proclivity to champion robust
housing policies (Robert, Booske, et al., 2008; Robert & Booske, 2011).
Gauging public understandings of housing affordability through a social
determinants of health lens (Raphael, Curry-Stevens, & Bryant, 2008)
may also be integral to promoting and advancing an effective housing
policy agenda (Shiue, 2014). Whereas some studies have examined
public opinion regarding the importance of housing quality on health
(Robert, Booske et al., 2008; Robert & Booske, 2011), to our knowledge,
no prior studies have explicitly tested whether people believe that
housing affordability is a key driver of health. An initial task, therefore,
is to examine whether and in what specific ways Americans regard
housing affordability as a fundamental driver of overall health and
well-being.

We test whether five characteristics are associated with public belief
about the relationship between housing affordability and health. The
first characteristic is political affiliation. Previous research suggests that
public opinion on disease causality and receptivity to policies to address
health and social concerns is correlated with political orientation
(Gollust, Barry, & Niederdeppe, 2014). The second characteristic, an-
nual household income, is based on evidence suggesting the role of in-
come polarization within local efforts to block the construction of
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