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and Regenerative Medicine, columbia University, New york city, Ny, Usa; dDepartment of 
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ABSTRACT
America’s housing affordability crisis has had various indirect 
costs on health and safety among people living with dis-
ability. The skyrocketing housing prices have exponentially 
increased with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic leaving 
many people at risk for eviction after federal and local mor-
atoriums providing protection during the pandemic expire. 
Americans with disabilities have been particularly affected 
by the affordability crisis and it is expected that this major 
public health problem will only grow as government-provided 
protections and supports wane. It is critical that both gov-
ernment and various housing organizations consider ways 
to support affordability, quality, and accessibility in this par-
ticularly hard-hit population.

Introduction

Skyrocketing housing prices have been contributing to a major public health 
problem in America for years. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant 
impact on the housing affordability crisis as prices soar due to low housing 
supply and increased demand. Persons with disabilities are at a heightened 
risk for not only feeling the economic impact of the pandemic, but also for 
having poor health and safety outcomes resulting from the associated afford-
able housing challenges. Accessibility adds an additional layer of housing 
problems for people with disabilities that may be financially burdened and 
unable to add necessary accessibility features. This paper will describe the 
affordability crisis that began during the Great Recession of 2008, the 
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growing problem resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, gaps, and oppor-
tunities to meet the demands of persons living with disabilities.

Housing affordability, quality, and accessibility

Since the Great Recession of 2008, home ownership rates have fallen dras-
tically resulting in spikes in foreclosures and short sales. As a result, more 
people have been renting homes leading to significant increases to rental 
costs for individuals and families (Rohe 2017). Costs for housing and land 
are also rising substantially and affordable quality housing is becoming more 
challenging to obtain. These changes to the housing climate increase indi-
vidual and societal costs, with minority and marginalized populations dis-
proportionately affected. Inaccessible housing and quality of housing are a 
fallout from the affordability crisis and must be considered when addressing 
the needs of people with disability.

Although the housing affordability problem has been growing over recent 
years, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a swift and substantial economic 
impact further contributing to the crisis. Housing costs are increasing sig-
nificantly in many cities as the demand for housing is high. The increased 
demand resulting from the ongoing pandemic is at least partly related to: 
(1) people fleeing small apartments in large cities to less expensive areas, 
(2) new remote work policies enabling more flexibility in location, and (3) 
reduced 30-year mortgage rates. Home price increases have accelerated at 
a rapid pace and mortgage rates have remained low. This has contributed 
to home price growth that has deviated from the typical trend that has 
been observed in recent years (Menton 2020; Montashami 2020).

Simultaneously, layoffs and reduced work hours are contributing to home-
owners having more difficulty paying mortgages leaving many homeowners 
unable to make their payments. Rental properties are experiencing reduction 
in revenue making it more difficult to service mortgages and pay costs 
related to housing quality. A significant number of renters are behind on 
their payments and mass evictions are expected once federal and local 
eviction moratoriums, providing protection during the pandemic, expire. 
Renters and homeowners are left with challenging decisions on how to 
allocate financial resources between housing and other life costs such as 
food and health care. Furthermore, allocating financial resources for housing 
quality and accessibility may not be an option as many other financial 
responsibilities are likely prioritized. Unfortunately, this type of financial stress 
can further contribute to poor health and well-being (Maqbool, Viveiros, and 
Ault 2015), especially among people with disabilities.

The built environment has a profound impact on everyday life and can 
contribute to health and safety outcomes in people with disabilities. In fact, 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) reported 
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that very low-income households with severe financial burdens that are 
living in inadequate housing or over-crowded housing rose by nearly 2.3 
million people from 2005 to approximately 8.3 million in 2015. In addition 
to inadequate housing, people with disabilities may lack accessibility features 
like wheelchair ramps or other modifications that enable safety and inde-
pendence. Rehabilitation experts in home safety may face substantial barriers 
to modification implementation for accessibility when dilapidated conditions 
must be prioritized. While research has demonstrated the effectiveness of 
home safety modification interventions for people with disabilities (Stark 
et  al. 2017), minimal attention in the literature has focused on the quality 
of housing stock when working with people who may be in most need of 
modifications for health and safety.

Many people with disability must rely on social security income (SSI), 
which as of 2016, was at approximately 22% below the federal poverty level 
set in the United States (Schaak et  al. 2017). Not being able to afford con-
sistent and adequate housing may lead to living in substandard quarters, 
institutionalization, homelessness, or incarceration (Schaak et  al. 2017). For 
people with disabilities who are able to afford housing, quality and acces-
sibility needs may continue to exist and provide additional financial burdens. 
People with disabilities should not have to make decisions between paying 
rent/mortgage, paying to improve housing quality, and funding needed for 
accessibility modifications. Facilitating affordable housing, improving housing 
conditions, and reducing health risks in the home should be a critical national 
priority.

State of housing

Greater than 18 million households in the United States are paying more 
than half of their income on housing costs, a severe cost-burden. 
Cost-burdened homeowners and home renters spend significantly less money 
on food, health care, transportation and retirement savings than those with 
more financial and housing stability (Schaak et  al. 2017). Social Security 
Income (SSI) provides a very limited income to people with disabilities; not 
nearly enough to meet housing market cost demands. The average monthly 
rent for a one-bedroom apartment is 131% of monthly income for a person 
with disability. Unfortunately, rental inventory is low and rental prices in 
many markets within the United States are climbing fast where some boom-
ing cities have experienced a 31% price increase in rent since the beginning 
of the pandemic (Pollack 2021). Although affordable living options exist for 
people with disabilities, they typically involve lengthy waitlists (Connery 2016).

We have done extensive work in home safety and have partnered with 
non-profit organizations providing home modifications for those experiencing 
significant housing needs. An ongoing lesson is the extent of poor housing 
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quality and the critical consideration of balancing modifications for quality 
and accessibility to improve outcomes in this population who may experience 
financial insecurity.

According to 2017 data from the American Housing Survey (US Census 
Bureau 2018), people with disabilities more frequently report problems with 
housing quality than those without disability. For instance, in regards to 
housing adequacy, people with disability report their homes as moderately 
inadequate (1.9%) and severely inadequate (5.9%) compared to households 
without a person with a disability (0.8% and 3.2%), respectively. Deficiencies 
such as holes in the floor are reported in households with someone who 
has a disability (2.0%) and without a disability (1.0%). Other conditions such 
as holes in the roof (2.0%, 0.9%), boarded up windows (1.5%, 0.7%), broken 
windows (5.3%, 2.6%), and mold within the past 12 months (5.0%, 2.6%) 
were reported by households with and without people living with disability, 
respectively.

Inaccessible housing can be a major problem for people with disability. 
Inaccessible housing is further related to increased fear of falls, risk of falls, 
and injuries; poor social participation; poor quality of life; increased caregiver 
burden; higher mortality rates; and higher use of social services (WHO 2018). 
The double burden of housing quality and accessibility issues among people 
with disability may have a profound impact on health and safety outcomes.

Call for action

The lack of affordable housing is a major public health problem and is a 
key housing priority. Furthermore, the double burden of poor housing con-
ditions and inaccessible homes can perpetuate disparities in outcomes among 
people living with disability.

First, the COVID-19 pandemic, which includes shutdowns and layoffs, has 
exacerbated the already existing housing crisis. Many people are facing 
eviction with the eviction moratoria expiring and lack the resources to 
compensate for lost wages. It is essential that affordability of housing be 
considered along with the recovery from the pandemic for people with 
disability. The federal government should consider making large-scale direct 
investments in metropolitan land trusts. It is also recommended that state 
mandates are developed for inclusionary housing, rental properties are devel-
oped with a significant portion being prioritized as affordable housing units, 
and that local governments support the acquisition of developable land 
(Zonta 2020).

Next, organizations supporting home modifications must be prepared to 
address the double burden of poor quality and inaccessible living conditions. 
When working toward meeting quality and accessibility objectives, organi-
zations should consider partnering with professionals with expertise in home 
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safety and home modifications. Many times, organizations rely on volunteers 
or have one professional to complete the home assessment and modification 
intervention plan. However, best practice would involve an inter-professional 
team with various expertise to improve outcomes for this population. 
Organizations targeting home modifications for people with disability could 
learn from two inter-professional models that provide examples of team-based 
approaches: special education in the public school system and inpatient 
rehabilitation. Both models have successfully employed inter-professional 
teams to meet the goals and needs of persons with disability where stake-
holder teams convene to work toward meeting client-centered goals in the 
community. Currently, there is no standard for using inter-professional teams 
to meet the housing needs of people with disability. Organizations concerned 
with housing should consider integrating inter-professional teams to address 
this problem area.

Federal and local programs that address general housing needs rarely 
take into account the unique needs of people with disability. Although 
funding from HUD can support funds for accessibility, the programs may 
not be entirely client-centered to address the specific needs of each 
person. Furthermore, local organizations have variability in funding pri-
orities which may further contribute to challenges meeting the various 
housing needs. Therefore, it is expensive to meet both quality and acces-
sibility needs of people with disability who may have extensive housing 
needs. By partnering with stakeholders that can effectively target housing 
quality and accessibility needs, people with disabilities can be set up for 
success in their home and community. For instance, contractors may have 
expertise in structural modifications but lack knowledge in disability. 
Likewise, occupational therapists may have expertise in person-centered 
factors like health conditions, disability, and aging, but not have expertise 
in implementing structural changes to the home. By developing partner-
ships between stakeholders, home modifications can more successfully 
address the double burden of poor housing conditions and inaccessible 
housing.

Conclusion

It is critical that society meets the housing needs of people living with 
disabilities. Affordable, accessible, and quality housing should be a human 
right. People with disabilities must have an equitable chance of achieving 
safe, affordable, and accessible housing. Federal government, local govern-
ment, and housing organizations can contribute to this aim by pooling 
resources and using inter-professional models of care to support health and 
safety outcomes.
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