
Executive Summary
Safe, stable, and affordable housing is foundational to children’s well-
being and long-term success. Decades of research show that when families 
can access quality homes, children experience better health outcomes, 
stronger educational attainment, and improved economic mobility over 
the course of their lives.1 Yet for millions of families across the United 
States, safe and stable housing remains out of reach. Persistently high 
rent, stagnant wages, housing shortages, systemic discrimination, and 
ongoing disinvestment have left many families vulnerable to eviction and 
chronic housing instability. These challenges disproportionately affect 
families of color due to longstanding structural inequities in housing 
access and economic opportunities. Bold policy solutions are urgently 
needed to ensure every child has a stable foundation from which to grow 
and thrive.

A  F o u n d at i o n  f o r  E v e r y  C h i l d : 
Housing Stability and Health Equity

Evidence-Based  
Federal Policy  
Strategies

 

1. Bridge the gap 
between rents and 
income so every low-
income household can 
access the support they 
need to thrive in the 
community of their choice. 
 
 

2. Increase the supply 
of housing affordable, 
available, and accessible to 
low-income households. 
 
 

3. Stabilize households 
by providing emergency 
rental assistance to avert 
housing instability and 
homelessness.
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and contributing to higher health care costs during 
pregnancy, at birth, and across the life course. 

The relationship between housing instability and 
poor birth outcomes is often bidirectional. Families 
already spending a large share of their income on 
housing often live on a financial knife’s edge, where 
a single health crisis during pregnancy or infancy 
can trigger housing instability. A complicated 
birth, an infant requiring care in the Neonatal 
Intensive Care Unit, a child with special health 
care needs, or maternal health complications 
can reduce caregivers’ ability to work, increase 
medical and caregiving expenses, and place 
families at heightened risk of hardship or financial 
uncertainty.12 Research shows that families of 
infants born preterm or with low birth weight are 
more likely to experience a subsequent eviction, 
illustrating the cyclical relationship between 
adverse health and housing instability.12

“The health consequences of 
unstable housing begin even 
before birth.”

The consequences of eviction and housing instability 
extend beyond pregnancy and birth, shaping children’s 
health and well-being throughout childhood and 
across the life course. Research from Children’s 
HealthWatch demonstrates that children in families 
with a history of eviction within the last five years are 
more likely to be in fair or poor health, admitted to 
the hospital, and at risk for developmental delays; 
their mothers are more likely to report depressive 
symptoms; and their families are more likely to 
experience multiple economic hardships.13 Alarmingly, 
these families are five times more likely to experience 
homelessness and three to four times more likely 
to experience other forms of housing instability 
compared to families without a history of eviction.13 

Housing Instability and Eviction 
Threaten the Health of Children  
and Families
Housing instability can take many forms, including 
falling behind on rent, having to repeatedly move 
within a year, or experiencing homelessness.* It is 
a widespread health and economic issue affecting 
more than 1 in 6 children living in the US, with children 
of color disproportionately impacted.2 Due to a lack 
of safe, accessible, and affordable housing, families 
may also face overcrowding or live in substandard 
conditions that expose children to environmental 
hazards such as mold, pests, or lead. 

Housing instability harms the health of people of 
all ages but is particularly concerning for young 
children who are in an important window of growth 
and cognitive development. During this period, the 
architecture of a child’s brain is formed, and even 
brief periods of deprivation have long-term impacts 
on health and educational outcomes.3,4

The health consequences of unstable housing begin 
even before birth. Research shows housing instability 
during pregnancy, including homelessness and 
eviction risk, is associated with maternal stress, 
inadequate prenatal care, maternal morbidity, 
preterm birth, and low birth weight.5,6,7,8 Eviction 
during pregnancy significantly increases the risk of 
preterm birth and low birth weight, likely at least in 
part due to heightened maternal stress.9 Even for 
mothers who are not evicted themselves, living in a 
neighborhood with high levels of eviction can create 
chronic stress and instability that undermines well-
being and is associated with an increased risk of 
preterm birth.10,11 These adverse pregnancy and 
birth outcomes can have lasting consequences for 
the health and development of both parent and 
child, while also increasing hospital utilization 
*Note: Researchers may use different metrics to measure housing instability 
and homelessness
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impacts of housing instability over the couRse of a child's life

Housing instability during pregnancy 
can increase risk of adverse birth 
outcomes, including preterm birth 
and low birth weight.

For infants, preterm birth 
and low birth weight can lead 

to higher health care costs, 
developmental delay, and 

place families at greater risk 
of financial hardship and 

further instability

For toddlers and pre-K children, 
housing instability disrupts healthy 
brain growth, increasing the risk of 
developmental delays, poor health, 
and behavioral challenges.

Frequent moves and unstable 
housing can impair learning, 
school attendance, mental 
health and social skills, and 
academic achievement for 
school age children.

For teens and young adults,  
Housing instability increases the 
risk of depression, chronic health 
conditions, lower educational 
attainment, and economic 
instability into adulthood.

Housing instability creates immense hardship  
and unnecessary costs for families  

with children and society as a whole. 

Policy interventions can help prevent 
housing instability and create stable 
foundations children need to thrive.
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more than one-quarter are severely cost burdened, 
spending over 50% of their income on housing.18 
These cost burdens are greatest for families with 
the lowest incomes: 87% are cost-burdened, and 
three-quarters are severely cost-burdened. This 
leaves limited room in family budgets for other 
necessities for a safe and healthy life - utilities, 
food, transportation, childcare, medical expenses - 
and can lead to eviction when a family is unable to 
pay rent.

“Housing instability among 
families with young children 
results in billions of dollars 
in avoidable health care and 
special education costs.”

Each year, 7.6 million people are threatened with 
eviction, including 2.9 million children.19 Households 
with children are more than twice as likely to 
face an eviction filing, and children face eviction 
at a higher rate than any other age group. The 
upfront health and financial costs associated with 
eviction alone are extreme - even so, they do not 
encompass all the consequences of a forced move. 
Eviction often leads to other forms of housing 
instability, such as homelessness or multiple forced 
moves, as well as moving into poorer-quality or 
overcrowded housing, each of which is associated 
with negative health outcomes among adults and 
children. Multiple moves often result in frequent 
changes of schools and communities, which make 
it difficult for families to maintain relationships 
and build stable social networks. Among school-
age children, this can impede school performance, 
social skill building, and negatively affect children’s 
behavior.20,21 Furthermore, an eviction on record 
makes it harder for a family to find decent housing 
in a safe neighborhood and is associated with 

Children’s HealthWatch research also demonstrates 
that when families fall behind on rent, move 
multiple times within a year, and/or experience 
homelessness, infants and toddlers are at increased 
risk of being in fair or poor health, not meeting 
developmental milestones, and hospitalization.14 
Additionally, their mothers are more likely to 
report fair or poor physical health and depressive 
symptoms compared to stably housed families.14 

Lastly, Children’s HealthWatch research shows that 
families who move because of unaffordable housing 
costs are more likely to experience disrupted 
access to important safety net programs, including 
nutrition assistance and Medicaid, which further 
harms health and strains family budgets.15 Frequent 
moves can also interrupt access to children’s 
health care and learning, making it difficult for 
families to maintain relationships and continuity 
with pediatricians, teachers, and other health and 
development supports.16 

These outcomes have lasting consequences for 
parents and children and ripple through our society.
Children's HealthWatch estimated that from 2016 
to 2026, housing instability among families with 
children under 18 would cost at least $111B in 
avoidable health care and special education costs, 
a figure that is likely much higher now due to record 
inflation.17

Persistent Housing Instability and 
Eviction Across the US
Housing instability is a widespread and persistent 
challenge affecting families nationwide, often 
arising from housing unaffordability. According to 
the National Low Income Housing Coalition, half of 
all renters in the US are cost-burdened, spending 
more than 30% of their income on housing, while 
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eviction risk nationwide.9 Research from Children’s 
HealthWatch shows that children with special health 
care needs are also at an increased risk of housing 
instability.25 This is consistent with other research 
showing that 42% of families with a young child with 
a disability report challenges affording housing.26

These stark inequities extend beyond housing 
itself. Segregated neighborhoods often have 
fewer high-performing schools, reduced access 
to health care, limited economic opportunity, and 
greater exposure to environmental hazards such as 
pollution and unsafe housing conditions that lead 
to or exacerbate health problems.27 Consequently, 
inequities in housing access and neighborhood 
structure contribute directly to broader disparities 
in child health, educational attainment, maternal 
health, and access to capital. 

loss of employment.22,23 For families with low 
incomes, the ripple effect of eviction deepens 
barriers to employment and the ability to build and 
accumulate financial assets. With fewer assets to 
draw on for future needs and emergencies, the risk 
of future eviction grows, and housing instability is 
perpetuated.

ACCESS TO HOUSING IS A HEALTH EQUITY ISSUE
Structural racism and longstanding discriminatory 
housing policy - including redlining, exclusionary 
zoning, and inequitable lending practices - have 
created persistent disparities in housing access and 
homeownership as well as impacted neighborhood 
infrastructure.24 As a result, Black and Latino families 
are significantly more likely to experience severe 
rent burdens, eviction filings, and housing instability. 
Black women with children face especially high 
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Families who have  
experienced eviction 
in the last 5 years13

MORE LIKELY to be in fair or poor health

MORE LIKELY  to be admitted to the hospital

HIGHER RISK  of childhood  
developmental delays

MORE LIKELY for mothers to experience 
depressive symptoms

MORE LIKELY  to experience multiple 
economic hardships

5x  more likely to experience homelessness 
and other forms of housing instability
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These challenges have further consequences for 
children with special health care needs, as many 
supportive services depend on families having 
stable housing to access and sustain care. 

FEDERAL PROGRAMS ARE INSUFFICIENT AND GAPS 
UNDERMINE HEALTH POTENTIAL 
Although federal housing assistance programs 
such as Housing Choice Vouchers and public 
housing help millions of families maintain stable 
housing, chronic underfunding has left 3 in 4 
eligible households without support.28 At the same 
time, a shortage of affordable housing and limited 
economic supports - especially in well-resourced 
neighborhoods - continues to push renters into 
unstable living situations. Persistent cuts to housing 
and homelessness programs and efforts to further 
restrict eligibility threaten to widen these gaps and 
weaken an already insufficient housing safety net. 

Chronic underfunding has left 

3  i n  4 
eligible households without  
support and pushes families  
into unstable positions.
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Evidence-based federal solutions exist to reduce 
housing instability, prevent eviction, and improve 
health and stability for children and families.

1. BRIDGE THE GAP BETWEEN RENTS AND INCOME 
Housing Choice Vouchers help families with the 
lowest incomes afford housing in the private 
market by paying landlords the difference 
between 30% of the household income and the 
rent itself. Research consistently shows that 
housing vouchers improve housing stability, reduce 
parental stress and strengthen children’s long-
term educational, economic, and health outcomes 
- particularly when families can move to well- 
resourced neighborhoods.29,30 However, the program 
is underfunded, leaving millions of eligible families 
without assistance and often on years-long waitlists. 
Among those who do receive assistance, barriers 
such as source of income discrimination can limit 
their ability to use vouchers in neighborhoods of 
their choice. Substantially expanding funding for 
Housing Choice Vouchers to meet demand, alongside 
programmatic reforms that reduce barriers to 
voucher use, is critical to increasing access to 
stable housing and neighborhood choice that is 
necessary to support health, well-being, and long-
term economic opportunity. Policymakers should 
also create targeted mobility vouchers for families 
with young children and people who are pregnant 
to provide timely housing assistance during critical 
periods of child growth and development.

2. ESTABLISH A PERMANENT NATIONAL 
EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE FUND
While some families require ongoing support to 
achieve housing stability, others can avoid acute 
housing crises with one-time or temporary financial 
assistance. Evidence from the temporary Emergency 
Rental Assistance Program (ERAP) during the 
COVID-19 pandemic demonstrates that assistance 
substantially reduced risk of being behind on 
rent and perceived risk of eviction.31 A permanent 
national Emergency Assistance Fund that provides 
short-term assistance to families at imminent risk 
of housing instability and eviction is essential to 
preventing a tailspin of instability and poor health 
outcomes. 

3. PRESERVE AND INCREASE THE SUPPLY OF 
AFFORDABLE HOUSING
Addressing housing instability requires both 
preserving existing affordable housing and 
substantially expanding the supply of affordable 
homes. The National Low Income Housing Coalition 
estimates that renters with extremely low incomes 
face a shortage of 7.2 million affordable and available 
rental homes.18 Policymakers should invest in the 
preservation and production of affordable housing 
by expanding evidence-based tools like the national 
Housing Trust Fund and improving Low Income 
Housing Tax Credit while removing barriers that 
constrain housing development and limit supply. 
Efforts to expand affordable housing should also 
promote fair housing goals by ensuring that new 
homes are available in communities with access to 
economic opportunity, quality schools, and other 
resources that support health and well-being.

Federal Solutions Are Possible
 



Conclusion
Federal policies that expand access to housing 
assistance and support residential mobility are 
among the most effective and immediate strategies 
to advance housing stability and equity. Coupled with 
deep systemic investments in affordable housing  
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production, tenant protections, and eviction 
prevention services, these policies would reduce 
housing instability and eviction and improve long-
term health and well-being of children and families. 
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