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Housing and health
Policy matters. It shapes the places we live and the resources we can access. While Ohio faces 
challenges around housing affordability, recent Ohio policies support innovative and evidence-
informed programs that seek to address the inequities and negative effects of poor housing access on 
health outcomes. 

This fact sheet uplifts experiences with two programs — Healthy Beginnings at Home (HBAH) and 
Families Flourish — with emerging evidence of improving housing stability and maternal, child and 
family health and well-being. The fact sheet explores the following themes that arose through thematic 
analysis of program participant and staff interviews: 
•	 Housing access improves physical and mental health
•	 Housing location matters for well-being
•	 Social support, resources and time build long-term stability 
•	 Housing programs can provide opportunities for empowerment and advocacy

Uplifting 
community 
voices

Programs like the ones highlighted in this fact sheet are needed because, while housing is a 
foundational driver of health, not everyone has equal access to housing. Stable and safe housing 
influences access to jobs, healthy food, quality healthcare and educational opportunities and reduces 
stress. Housing is especially important during pregnancy and for families with young children, impacting 
maternal, child and family well-being (displayed in figure 1).

Figure 1. Relationship between housing and health

▶Policies and programs are tailored and resources are allocated to meet the needs of Ohioans most at-risk  
for experiencing poor outcomes.
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▶ Long-term 
outcomes
Improved health for 
Ohioans, including:
•	Healthy mothers and 

babies
•	Healthy employees
•	Healthy older adults

▶

“When I got into the program, I felt welcomed. I felt helped... They made me feel cared for. 
It was a good experience.”  
— Justice, HBAH participant

Housing and health

https://cohhio.org/healthy-beginnings-at-home/
https://familiesflourish.org/
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Research shows that poor housing conditions, neighborhood effects (such as exposure to chronic 
stress, violence, poor nutrition and neighborhood pollutants) and housing instability and affordability 
challenges impact maternal and child health.1 Both Families Flourish and HBAH found that program 
participants experienced improved physical and mental health. Improvements to physical health 
included no longer being exposed to pests, reduced emergency room visits for respiratory issues and 
goal setting around nutrition. 

Mental health improvements were also notable. For example, program participants experienced 
improved confidence and self-worth, increased access to mental health care and reduced exposure 
to toxic stress. Justice, a former HBAH participant, described the benefits of stable housing and support, 
saying:

“It helped me get better. I was going through anxiety, depression. Really, really bad anxiety 
and like I said, I felt helpless. I felt hopeless. Helpless. I didn’t know what to do, and not 
everybody has a solid rock foundation… I can say it was a blessing.”  
— Justice, HBAH participant 

Importantly, improvements to parents’ mental health also benefit the well-being of their children. No 
one can pour from an empty cup:

“… If you’re mentally going through something, they [HBAH staff] refer you to a counselor or therapist 
or whatever you may need, because you’ve got to help yourself in order to help your baby.” 

— Justice, HBAH participant 

 Housing access improves physical and mental health

“I started becoming more interested in housing because it really struck me as the 
foundation for just life, at having a healthy life, whether that's physically, mentally, raising 
your kids in a healthy way. All of that. Housing really seemed like the foundation to that.”  
— Jamie, Families Flourish staff 

 ► Healthy Beginnings at Home (HBAH)  
is a project led by the Coalition on Homelessness and Housing in Ohio in partnership with 
community organizations. HBAH provides rental assistance and housing stabilization services 
to extremely low-income pregnant women at high risk of housing instability or homelessness, 
with the aim of decreasing infant mortality and improving health outcomes for families.

 ► Families Flourish (formerly Move to PROSPER)  
is a nonprofit organization that fosters inclusivity, equality and opportunity throughout the 
Central Ohio region by providing 3 years of rental support to enable parents in low-wage 
jobs to have access to existing rental housing, together with comprehensive life coaching.

How have housing programs impacted 
participants’ lives?

Housing is foundational to health and well-being. The foundational nature of housing is what attracted 
Jamie to work for Families Flourish. 

https://familiesflourish.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/MTPFinalEvaluationReport03_10_23-1.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53206c76e4b0da7cd7fb97f6/t/615c61813c66472e4b1edcfa/1633444226147/HBAHFinalReport_06.28.2021.pdf
https://cohhio.org/healthy-beginnings-at-home/
https://cohhio.org/
https://cohhio.org/
https://familiesflourish.org/
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Research shows that someone’s zip code has more impact on their health outcomes than their 
genetic code.2 Where someone lives influences access to opportunities and resources including 
housing, quality schools, safety and healthy food. Justice noted the importance of housing location, 
stating: 

“I just feel like if we want a better place for our kids that we don’t just keep their housing, 
these low poverty-stricken areas... No, we all deserve a chance.” 
— Justice, HBAH participant 

 Social support, resources and time build long-term stability 

“... if I had a lot of support, do you think I’d be here right now? Do you think I’d be in the situation if I 
had this big support network? No, I don’t have support. That’s why I’m here. So, when I first had my 

baby, what am I supposed to do? I can’t go to work, right? I can’t even go to work right away.” 
— Justice, HBAH participant 

Programs like Families Flourish and HBAH go beyond meeting basic needs, providing trauma-informed 
counseling, case management, life coaching and financial education for families to thrive. Families 
Flourish also prioritizes building social capital, encouraging participation in neighborhood and school 
groups to become more integrated into the community. 

“For a lot of our families, they come in saying this in their interview, they’ll say, ‘You know, I don’t 
have anybody in my corner.’ Or ‘I didn’t learn this growing up and now I’m raising my child, and I 
don’t know how to navigate this system.’ Or ‘I need help figuring out how to do this.’ So, I think it’s 
trying to help compensate for some of the social capital that they might not have. And that can 
look different for different families.” 
— Jamie, Families Flourish staff

There are intergenerational benefits to families that move to areas of opportunity.3 Families Flourish 
emphasizes housing location and gives guidance to participants to select an opportunity area to 
move to. Jamie highlighted the importance of people having choice in where to live: 

“… We want to give people the opportunity to have that choice just like middle-income 
and high-income people have the opportunity of where they live and where they choose. 

We want our families to have that choice, too…”  
— Jamie, Families Flourish staff

Participants also emphasized the importance of improving neighborhoods that are not as well-
resourced. This improvement requires sustained and equity-driven investment. 

 Housing location matters for well-being

Social support from family, friends and acquaintances includes advice, emotional comfort and 
tangible assistance, leading to longer and healthier lives.4 Housing programs that provide social support 
over a sustained period of time enable families to achieve stability. A lack of social support can be 
especially difficult for families with young children, as noted by Justice: 
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 Housing programs can provide opportunities for 
empowerment and advocacy

“It makes me feel like… I really stand for something. I have a say so to say how I feel about 
certain things within this community and how things are going or even decision making. So, it 
makes me feel good.” 
— Justice, HBAH participant 

Jamie noted that there are also advocacy opportunities for the people living in areas of opportunity 
to make their communities more welcoming and accessible. She mentioned strategies including 
daycares accepting publicly funded childcare (PFCC) payments and businesses ensuring that their 
hiring processes do not create unnecessary barriers to employment. 

“… I would really like to see people who view themselves individually as community 
members figuring out where in their life they can make their community more accessible” 

— Jamie, Families Flourish staff

Achieving stability requires time and resources, including support in housing, mental health, career 
building and life skills. The Families Flourish program spans three years, with the first year focused on 
financial and job stability and the second year on mental and physical health. Similarly, HBAH supports 
participants for two years. Participants’ stories highlight the journey to stability, including regaining 
parental custody.

“And since being in the program, she [a program participant] got custody of her daughter. 
And she is amazing. I have run into her at the Gahanna library several times. So, her life has 
just taken a complete turn where, I mean, what’s better for the health of her daughter than 

being with her mother, right? So, she has been able to stabilize and have custody of her 
daughter. And now she is starting to get to the point where she’s trying to plan out her life…

She is back in school. So, thinking about career choices, that type of thing.”
— Jamie, Families Flourish staff

“… You’re not just working to pay your rent; you’re working to change things. It’s a lot more 
than that. It can take more than 6 to 8 weeks.” 
— Justice, HBAH participant 

Participants also found their voice through engagement in the programs. Participants of Families 
Flourish have shared stories of becoming more confident. After being a HBAH project participant, 
Justice became a community advisor, a formalized role in which she provides feedback and 
guidance to the program. Holding a leadership role empowers Justice to impact her community:
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Like other states, Ohio faces major challenges in housing affordability and availability.5 There is a deficit 
of affordable and available rental units in the state. For example, in 2021, Ohio only had 40 affordable 
and available rental homes per 100 extremely low-income renter households.6 Additionally, subsidies 
for housing have long wait lists and wait times, which places additional burdens on those seeking 
housing assistance. In 2023, the average wait time for affordable housing across all HUD programs in 
Ohio was 23 months.7  

There are people behind these numbers. They are mothers and fathers, families doing 
their best to make ends meet. They are families that can thrive.

By the numbers

Figure 2. Percent of county population spending 30% or more of income on mortgage 
or rent, 2018-2022
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Housing cost burden varies by county and 
race with Black (20.3%), Hispanic (14.8%) and 
Asian (11.6%) Ohioans experiencing severe 
housing cost burden more often than white 
Ohioans (9.2%).9

Figure 3. Hourly wage needed to afford a market rate two-bedroom unit 
compared to average hourly wage in Ohio, by county type, 2023
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The hourly wage needed to 
afford a two-bedroom unit 
(housing wage) is higher than 
the average hourly wage 
earned in both metro and  
non-metro areas in Ohio.
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Approximately 25% of Ohio renters and homeowners experience housing cost burden, spending 30% or 
more of their income on housing costs.8
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What can be done?
There are opportunities to build on Ohio’s housing policies to increase access to safe, stable and 
affordable housing for more families. State and local policymakers can consider the recommendations 
below, many of which are being implemented in communities across Ohio and the United States. 
Examples and further information can be found in HPIO’s Social Drivers of Infant Mortality: Housing 
Action Guide.

Goal 1: Increase availability of rental assistance
State recommendations

1.1. Rapid re-housing and rental assistance funding. Increase funding from new and existing sources 
for rapid re-housing and other rental assistance programs for pregnant women and families with 
young children.

1.2. Financial incentives for prioritizing pregnant women. Instruct key state agencies to establish low-
cost financial incentives that will help public housing authorities implement housing preferences for 
pregnant women and their families who are homeless or experiencing housing instability.

1.3. Medicaid flexibility to cover housing supports. Leverage flexibility from the Centers for Medicare 
and Medicaid Services to cover some types of housing supports for pregnant women with housing 
instability, including rental assistance (e.g., through an 1115 waiver, “in lieu of services and settings” 
or other mechanisms).

Goal 2: Reduce structural barriers to affordable housing
State recommendations

2.1. Eviction expungement and other clean slate policies. Pass legislation to remove barriers to housing 
for renters with past evictions or criminal records (e.g., Senate Bill 158 from the 134th General 
Assembly).

Local recommendations

2.2.  Renter protections. Implement policy changes that protect renters and reduce discrimination 
(e.g., legal aid services, “source of income” protections, Pay to Stay policies).

2.3.  Mitigation fund. Increase access to private rental market housing for tenants with extremely low 
incomes by establishing funds or other incentives that can be used to mitigate perceived risks 
(e.g., lease compliance and general maintenance).

Goal 3: Increase affordable housing supply
State recommendations

3.1.  Federal Low-Income Housing Tax Credit. Revoke provisions from House Bill 45 (134th General 
Assembly), that disincentivize affordable housing development (e.g., the provision that prohibits 
the use of State Historic Preservation Tax Credits and Low-Income Housing Tax Credits on the same 
project).

3..2. State Low-Income Housing Tax Credit. Implement a state-level low-income housing tax credit for 
the development of affordable housing.

Local recommendations

3.3.  Inclusionary zoning. Implement inclusionary zoning policies that require or incentivize developers 
to reserve a certain percentage of new units to be affordable for families below 80% Area Median 
Income.

3.4.  Mitigation fund. Provide funding for the construction and maintenance of affordable housing by 
leveraging federal dollars, utilizing bond packages to fund affordable housing (e.g., Columbus’ 
2022 Issue 16) and providing low-interest loans for upgrades and repairs.

https://www.healthpolicyohio.org/our-work/publications/housing-action-guide
https://www.healthpolicyohio.org/our-work/publications/housing-action-guide
https://www.legislature.ohio.gov/legislation/134/sb158
https://www.legislature.ohio.gov/legislation/134/hb45
https://ballotpedia.org/Columbus,_Ohio,_Issue_16,_Neighborhood_Development_Bond_Measure_(November_2022)
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Past progress demonstrates that strong leadership, bipartisan cooperation, sustained investment, 
coordinated advocacy and local collaboration can move Ohio toward better health and 
equity. Together, Ohioans can work to achieve measurable outcomes and make every 
community a safe and healthy place for babies and families to thrive.
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Notes

To learn more
For more information and tools related to improving housing policy, see the following:
• Regional Housing Strategy, Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Commission
• Rapid Re-Housing Toolkit, National Alliance to End Homelessness
• Medicaid Housing-Related Services and Partnerships, Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services 
• Medicaid’s Role in Housing, Medicaid and CHIP Payment and Access Commission
• How to Seal Eviction Records: Guidance for Legislative Drafting, Upturn, Inc.
• Statewide Edition: Pay to Stay Technical Guidance, Coalition on Homelessness and Housing in Ohio
• Crafting a Strong and Effective Source of Income Discrimination Law, Poverty and Race Research 

Action Council
• Engaging Landlords: Risk Mitigation Funds Community Profiles,U.S. Interagency Council on 

Homelessness
• Tool: Inclusionary Zoning, The Housing Affordability Toolkit, National Multifamily Housing Council

Looking forward

https://nlihc.org/gap/state/oh
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/assthsg.html#null
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/assthsg.html#null
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/assthsg.html#null
https://api.census.gov/data/2022/acs/acs5
https://api.census.gov/data/2022/acs/acs5
https://www.huduser.gov/PORTAL/datasets/cp.html#2006-2019_data
https://www.huduser.gov/PORTAL/datasets/cp.html#2006-2019_data
https://www.morpc.org/program-service/regional-housing-strategy/
https://endhomelessness.org/resource/rapid-re-housing-toolkit/
https://www.medicaid.gov/resources-for-states/innovation-accelerator-program/program-areas/promoting-community-integration-through-long-term-services-and-supports/medicaid-housing-related-services-and-partnerships/index.html
https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Medicaids-Role-in-Housing-1.pdf
https://www.upturn.org/work/how-to-seal-eviction-records/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55dcbb61e4b04de53492b533/t/62ba505d1012732b0e581b4a/1656377448026/COHHIO+-+P2S+Tech+Guide+2.0+%281%29.pdf
https://www.prrac.org/crafting-a-strong-and-effective-source-of-income-discrimination-law-prrac-march-2020/
https://www.usich.gov/guidance-reports-data/federal-guidance-resources/engaging-landlords-risk-mitigation-funds-community#:~:text=Also%20referred%20to%20as%20a,fees%20beyond%20the%20security%20deposit
https://housingtoolkit.nmhc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/F3_NMHC_PDF-Sections_Tools_Inclusionary-Zoning_PG-74-TO-85.pdf
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HPIO thanks the interview participants for sharing their stories, time and knowledge. 
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