
Housing is a Key Social  
Determinant of Health 
Housing is the foundation from which we build our 
lives. We spend most of our lives in our homes. The 
affordability, quality, and stability of our homes are  
directly linked to our health and well-being. Ensuring  
that people live in healthy homes is a critical public 
health issue. The Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania is 
advocating for safe, decent, and affordable homes for 
low-income persons so they have stable housing and 
can rove and maintain their health. 

The Impact of Housing  
Quality on Health
Living in poor-quality housing worsens and produces a 
variety of negative health consequences for children, 
including developmental delays and emotional and  
behavioral problems.1,2 In addition, poor housing quality 
is a key contributor to pediatric asthma. 

Poor housing quality, including the presence of mold 
and mildew, pest infestations, and indoor allergens, 
are strongly associated with poor asthma control, even 
after controlling for other confounding factors such as 
smoking and overcrowding.3 It is estimated that 40% of 
pediatric asthma cases can be attributed to conditions 
in the home.4

Asthma is the leading chronic pediatric disease in the 
U.S. In 2017, one in 12 children were diagnosed with 
asthma. It is the top reason for missed school days5 and 
is consistently one of the top five most costly health 
conditions in the U.S. Researchers estimated that the 
direct cost of asthma is $50.1 billion per year, with 
hospital stays making up the largest portion of these 
costs.6 

A 2014 study found that children living in 
neighborhoods with high rates of poor housing 
conditions were more likely to visit the emergency 
department or hospital for an asthma-related illness. 
They also had a greater chance of returning to the 
hospital within 12 months for an asthma-related 
incident than children living in decent, quality housing.7 
A 2017 study found that children living in poor housing 
conditions had a 50 percent higher chance of an 
asthma-related emergency department visit.8 

Identifying Solutions:  
Improve Housing Quality 
Rather than treating asthma exclusively in clinical 
settings, some health systems have implemented 
more holistic interventions aimed at remedying 
the cause of asthma. As of 2015, there were nearly 
1,000 community-based asthma programs in the U.S. 
designed to address the causes of asthma.9 
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These programs include educating families and 
incorporating behavior changes to help control asthma 
triggers, such as smoking and dust, and produce some 
improvements in wellbeing.10 However, their ability to 
achieve significant impact is limited because they do 
not adequately reduce exposure to one of the primary 
causes of the problem – poor housing conditions.11 

A randomized control trial in Cleveland provided all 
participants with medical care and asthma education. 
A remediation group received home repair and mold 
remediation services, including the removal of water-
damaged building materials. Children living in the 
remediated homes had significantly reduced symptom 
days and lower rates of exacerbations than the control 
group.12

Example Solutions 
Health care providers are partnering with housing 
and community organizations to treat asthma through 
home remediation.

Healthy Homes Des Moines has improved the quality 
of life for children with asthma in Des Moines, Iowa by 
reducing their number of emergency department visits 
through home remediation. The average cost of a home 
remediation provided through the program was $4,369. 
Health system partners include Mercy Medical Center, 
Broadlawns Medical Center, and UnityPoint Health.

• From 2015 to 2017, 42 families received home 
remediation services. 

• Prior to the program, children were taken to 
the emergency department for asthma-related 
issues an average of 1.33 times per month. After 
remediation, the average emergency department 
utilization fell to zero.

• The number of school days children missed reduced 
by more than half.13

The Community Asthma Prevention Program 
Plus Home Repair (CAPP+) began in 2018 and 
is a partnership between the Children’s Hospital 
of Pennsylvania and the Philadelphia Housing 
Development Corporation. CAPP+ addresses the 
impact of unhealthy housing on pediatric asthma 
through home remediation in the West Philadelphia 
neighborhood, where one out one four children has 
asthma. An earlier version of the CAPP program 
focused on education and behavior changes. The 
expanded CAPP+ includes home repair services to 
achieve greater health benefits.

The program will measure the number of:

• emergency department visits and hospital stays,

• days of school missed, and

• days of work missed by family members.14
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Presented here are a few examples of interventions and partnerships that address housing as a social determinant of 
health. The Housing Alliance of Pennsylvania will continue to research other interventions and partnerships while also 
working with health care and housing providers to find sustainable, long-term solutions for Pennsylvania.


