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Introduction and summary

“Too many children in America have enough obstacles to overcome. Kids that 
see their opportunities in life limited by the color of their skin, or by the ZIP code 
where they grow up. They shouldn’t also have to come home and worry about the 
water they drink or the air that they breathe.”

— Secretary Julián Castro, June 13, 20161 

A strong home is central to all of our daily lives. People in the United States spend 
about 70 percent of their time inside a residence.2 As the Federal Healthy Homes 
Work Group explained, “A home has a unique place in our everyday lives. Homes 
are where we start and end our day, where our children live and play, where 
friends and family gather to celebrate, and where we seek refuge and safety.”3 
Understanding how fundamental homes are to everything we do, it is troubling 
that more than 30 million housing units in the United States have significant 
physical or health hazards, such as dilapidated structures, poor heating, damaged 
plumbing, gas leaks, or lead. Some estimates suggest that the direct and indirect 
health care costs associated with housing-related illness or injuries are in the bil-
lions of dollars.4 The condition of housing is even more important for children, 
the elderly, and people with disabilities who need housing structures that support 
their particular needs. 

The condition and quality of a home is often influenced by the neighborhood in 
which it is located, underscoring how one’s health and life expectancy is deter-
mined more by ZIP code than genetic code. According to a recent report by 
Barbara Sard, vice president for housing policy at the Center for Budget and Policy 
Priorities, living in neighborhoods of “concentrated disadvantage”—which are 
characterized by high rates of racial segregation, unemployment, single-parent 
families, and exposure to neighborhood violence—can impair children’s cognitive 
development and school performance.5 Residents of poor neighborhoods also tend 



2  Center for American Progress  |  Creating Safe and Healthy Living Environments for Low-Income Families

to experience health problems—including depression, asthma, diabetes, and heart 
disease—at higher-than-average rates.6 This is particularly troubling given that 
African American, American Indian and Alaskan Native, and Latino children are six 
to nine times more likely than white children to live in high-poverty communities.7 

The country’s affordable housing crisis is partially to blame for families and indi-
viduals tolerating substandard housing conditions and unhealthy neighborhoods. 
Half of all renters spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing—the 
threshold commonly deemed affordable—while 26 percent spend more than 
half their income on housing.8 While housing assistance programs such as public 
housing and the Housing Choice Voucher program, commonly referred to as 
Section 8, provide critical support to families struggling to meet housing costs, 
only one in four households eligible for rental assistance actually receives it due 
to limited federal funding.9 Furthermore, millions of Americans face evictions 
each year. As work by Harvard University sociologist Matthew Desmond has 
highlighted, eviction is not just a condition of poverty but a cause of it, trapping 
families in poverty, preventing them from accessing and maintaining safe housing 
or communities, and corresponding with higher rates of depression and suicide.10 

This report provides an overview of the conditions of the nation’s housing stock, 
barriers to accessing housing for people with disabilities, the effects that neighbor-
hood safety has on families, and recommendations for improving these condi-
tions. Given how central homes and communities are to people’s lives, federal 
and local leaders must work to ensure low-income families have access to living 
environments that are conducive to their success. 



1333 H STREET, NW, 10TH FLOOR, WASHINGTON, DC 20005  •  TEL: 202-682-1611  •  FAX: 202-682-1867  •  WWW.AMERICANPROGRESS.ORG

Our Mission

The Center for American 
Progress is an independent, 
nonpartisan policy institute 
that is dedicated to improving 
the lives of all Americans, 
through bold, progressive 
ideas, as well as strong 
leadership and concerted 
action. Our aim is not just to 
change the conversation, but 
to change the country. 

Our Values

As progressives, we believe 
America should be a land of 
boundless opportunity, where 
people can climb the ladder 
of economic mobility. We 
believe we owe it to future 
generations to protect the 
planet and promote peace 
and shared global prosperity. 

And we believe an effective 
government can earn the 
trust of the American people, 
champion the common  
good over narrow self-interest, 
and harness the strength of 
our diversity.

Our Approach

We develop new policy ideas, 
challenge the media to cover 
the issues that truly matter, 
and shape the national debate. 
With policy teams in major 
issue areas, American Progress 
can think creatively at the 
cross-section of traditional 
boundaries to develop ideas 
for policymakers that lead to 
real change. By employing an 
extensive communications 
and outreach effort that we 
adapt to a rapidly changing 
media landscape, we move 
our ideas aggressively in the 
national policy debate. 


