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Key Findings

» A higher proportion of urban adults
(18.8%) live in crowded housing than
rural adults (14.4%), with differences
by race and ethnicity. Urban Hispanic
adults have the highest proportion
in crowded housing, followed by
both rural Hispanic adults and rural
American Indian adults.

+ A higher proportion of urban adults
are housing cost burdened than rural
adults, meaning they spend at least
30% of their income on housing.
Looking across differences by race
and ethnicity reveals that one-third
of rural Black Americans are housing
cost burdened as well.

+ Over 35% of urban adults with
disabilities and nearly 30% of rural
adults with disabilities are housing
cost burdened.

rhrec.umn.edu

Purpose

Housing is closely tied to health outcomes and well-being;
however, little research examines housing factors by location. In
this policy brief, we examine rates of crowded housing and hous-
ing cost burden by rural-urban location, as well as at the intersec-
tions of race, ethnicity, and disability status.

Background

Housing is well documented as an important social determi-
nant of health.'” Inadequate housing quality can lead to negative
health outcomes.! Two such housing quality factors that impact
health include the financial burdens of housing (e.g., housing
affordability) and the internal conditions of a home, such as
overcrowding.”? Overcrowding/crowded housing is commonly
defined as having more than one person per bedroom, but other
definitions have been used and all have benefits and limitations
to fully understanding how crowded housing can affect multiple
dimensions of health. Housing affordability is often examined
by computing housing cost burden, or the percentage of income
a household spends on housing expenses. Common thresholds
include housing cost burden of 30% or more while severe hous-
ing cost burden is defined as spending 50% or more of income
on housing costs.’

It is important to acknowledge cross-cultural differences in
desired family living situations (e.g., multi-family or multigen-
erational households), but regardless of preferences, individuals
do suffer negative health outcomes when not enough space
is available for whatever size household they have.® Crowded
housing has been found to be associated with worse outcomes,
including increased food insecurity and poorer mental health.”®
In addition, children are particularly affected by overcrowding,
leading to lower academic achievement and worse behavioral
and physical health problems.” Crowded housing is also related
to higher rates of physical illnesses,'” an important consideration
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Social distancing is
emphasized as an important method of mitigating the transmis-
sion of COVID-19. However, social distancing is challenging for
those living in crowded housing, leading to higher transmission

rates of COVID-19." Crowded housing has also been identified
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as a potential risk factor for COVID-19 mortality.'?

Another aspect of housing impacting health is the
continuing rise in housing costs. In fact, the impacts
of crowded housing and affordable housing are linked,
as making housing more affordable helps to reduce
crowding.'? Affordable housing has other benefits for
health and well-being as well. The stresses of hous-
ing-related cost burden, such as financial burdens,
frequent moving, and constraints in the ability to move
when needed, are linked to poorer self-rated health
and lower levels of psychological well-being.'* Those
who are housing cost burdened have less to spend on
nutrition and health care expenditures, both of which
are linked to worse health outcomes.'® This includes
postponing medical care, not filling needed prescrip-
tions, and having difficulty buying food.""

Disparities in crowded housing and housing cost
burden vary by sociodemographic groups shaped by
structural inequalities as well. Racially minoritized
households are more likely to be housing cost bur-
dened compared to their white counterparts.” Individ-
uals with disabilities are also more likely to experience
housing cost burdens compared to individuals without
a disability. "

Although housing has been linked to health equity,
what is less understood is how these housing character-
istics vary by geography, particularly by rural or urban
location. Differences in housing characteristics among
various demographics of rural and urban adults is
one mechanism that can be used to better understand
population-level health inequalities, especially among
marginalized populations.

Approach

In this study, we used data from the 2015-2019
American Community Survey (ACS) Public Use
Microdata Sample (PUMS), accessed through IPUMS
USA at the University of Minnesota.” We limit the
data to adults living in households (N=11,962,082),
excluding adults living in group quarters. We define
urban and rural populations based on whether the
majority of each Public Use Microdata Area’s (PUMA)
population resides in a 2013 metropolitan area, and

assign corresponding rural or urban status to all indi-
viduals in the PUMA.'"® PUMAs are the only sub-state

area identified in the public use data.

Disability status was measured using survey respon-
dents’ reports of having any of the following disabilities
in the ACS: hearing difficulty, vision difhiculty, cogni-
tive difficulty, ambulatory difficulty, self-care/activities
of daily living difficulty, or independent living difhicul-
ty."” Racial/ethnic identity was measured as Hispanic/
Latino, non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Black,
American Indian/Alaskan Native, Asian American/
Pacific Islander, Other racial identity, or Two or more
racial identities.

We defined crowded housing as those reporting
more than one person per bedroom in their household,
with the exception of couples needing only one bed-
room. This is a slightly more conservative estimate of
commonly used crowded housing measures that count
more than one person per bedroom.* Our measure
reflects the reality that married or cohabiting couples
can occupy one bedroom without it substantively
being considered overcrowded. For example, a cou-
ple with one child in our measure is not counted as
being in crowded housing by living in a two bedroom
home, but would be considered in crowded housing
by the standard measure of more than one person per
bedroom. We computed housing cost burden as the
percentage of the household’s monthly income that
goes toward housing-related costs (e.g., rent/mort-
gage, utilities, fees/taxes). We categorized this based on
commonly used levels, such as at least 30% of income
being used for housing or, with severe housing cost
burden, more than 50% of income being used on
housing.’

We used chi-square tests to determine statistically
significant differences between rural and urban adults
overall in proportion in crowded housing or levels of
housing cost burden, as well as differences between
rural and urban adults by disability status and racial/
ethnic group. We also compare proportions within
rural populations and urban populations to compare
housing characteristics across and within various in-
tersections of rural-urban location and either disability
status or racial/ethnic identity. We used Stata 17 for
all analyses and employed survey weights to generate
nationally representative estimates.
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Results

Opverall, significantly higher proportions of urban resi-
dents lived in crowded housing (19%) compared to rural
residents (14%), as seen in Table 1. Urban residents also
had higher proportions reporting housing cost burden of
at least 30% of their monthly income (28%) or experi-
encing severe housing cost burden of over half of income
being spent on housing (13%) compared to their rural
counterparts (21% and 9% respectively, p<.001). Mean-
while, a significantly higher proportion of rural residents
reported any disability (20%) while just over 14% of
urban residents did (p<.001).

Figure 1 shows that adults without a disability are
more likely to live in crowded housing among both rural
and urban populations, with significantly higher pro-
portions of urban residents (just under 20%) without a
disability in crowded housing compared to 15% of rural
residents without disabilities. In addition, urban resi-
dents with disabilities had the highest proportion who
were housing cost burdened, with almost 37% spending
30% or more on housing and 19% spending more than
half of their income on housing. Comparing within
location, people with disabilities were significantly more
likely to be housing cost burdened at either level within
both urban and rural locations (all comparisons p<.001).

Table 1. Housing Characteristics, Race/Ethnicity,
and Disability Status by Rural-Urban Location

Rural
Crowded Housing 14.4% | 18.8%
(>1 person per bedroom)
Housing Cost Burden 21.0% | 28.0%
(>30%)
Severe Housing Cost Burden 9.2% | 12.6%
(>50%)
Has any disability 20.0% | 14.3%
Race and Ethnicity
Hispanic/Latino 6.9% | 17.5%
Not Hispanic/Latino
White non-Hispanic 81.6% | 61.0%
Black non-Hispanic 7.0% | 12.4%
Asian American or 1.0% | 6.7%
Pacific Islander
American Indian or 1.9% [ 0.4%
Alaska Native
Other race 0.1% | 0.2%
2+ races 1.4% [ 1.8%

ACS 2015-2019 5-Year Sample, IPUMS USA.

N = 11,962,082. All differences significant at p < 0.001

Figure 1. Prevalence of Crowded Housing and Housing Cost Burden by Rural-Urban Location
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Figure 2 shows the proportion in crowded housing
across racial/ethnic groups by rural-urban location.
Black, Hispanic, Asian American, and Other racial/eth-
nic identity groups have statistically significant higher
proportions of crowded housing among those living in
urban locations compared to rural (p<.001 except for
Other p<.01). Meanwhile, non-Hispanic white and

American Indian adults have higher rates of crowded
housing among rural residents compared to their urban
counterparts (p<.001). But, overall, urban Hispanic
adults have the highest proportion in crowded hous-
ing (40%), followed by both rural Hispanic and rural
American Indian populations who each have one-third
of people in crowded housing.

Figure 2. Prevalence of Crowded Housing by Rural-Urban Location and Race/Ethnicity
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Figure 3 shows the proportion experiencing at least
30% housing cost burden across racial/ethnic identity
by rural-urban location. Higher proportions of urban
residents experience at least a 30% housing cost burden
compared to rural residents in each racial/ethnic group
(p<.001). Overall, urban Other race and urban Black

adults have similar and the highest proportions of
people experiencing at least 30% housing cost burden,
followed by urban Hispanic adults — all with over one-
third of their groups being burdened by housing costs.
This is followed by rural Black adults, where just under
one-third are housing cost burdened at this level.

Figure 3. Proportion Experiencing >30% Housing Cost Burden by Rural-Urban Location

and Race/Ethnicity
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Figure 4. Proportion Experiencing Severe Housing Cost Burden (>50%) by Rural-Urban Location

and Race/Ethnicity
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Figure 4 shows the proportion experiencing over
50% housing cost burden across racial/ethnic identi-
ty by rural-urban location. Again, examining within
racial/ethnic categories, higher proportions of urban
residents are severely housing cost burdened compared
to rural residents in each group (p<.001, except Asian
American p<.01). Overall, urban Other race adults
and urban Black adults have similar and the highest
proportions of people experiencing severe housing cost
burden at 19%. This is followed by rural Black adults,
who are the rural group with the highest proportion
experiencing severe housing cost burden (16.5%),
followed next by urban Hispanic adults (16%).

Discussion and Implications

Housing characteristics are associated with individu-
al health and well-being, but much less is known about
these characteristics among rural and urban residents
or how they vary by other demographics, such as race/
ethnicity and disability, combined with location. This
policy brief addresses these gaps, and we find complex
variations in crowded housing as well as housing cost
burden by different intersections of race, ethnicity,
disability status, and rural-urban location. Overall,
compared to rural adults, a higher proportion of urban
adults live in crowded housing and are housing cost
burdened, but important differences are found among
racial/ethnic groups and people with disabilities by

location. Adults without a disability are more likely to
live in crowded housing among both rural and urban
populations, likely driven by adults with disabilities’
increased likelihood of facing the opposite issue—liv-
ing completely alone, especially among older adults.'®"”
While most racial/ethnic groups have a higher propor-
tion of urban residents in crowded housing, non-His-
panic white and American Indian adults have higher
rates of crowded housing among rural residents. For
non-Hispanic white adults, one contributing factor
may be overrepresentation in mobile homes in rural
areas with potential for higher crowding.'® In addition,
according to the 2020 Census, about 40% of Ameri-
can Indians live in rural areas."” The National Congress
of American Indians explains that American Indian
individuals living on reservations face issues around
substandard housing, and almost one-third of homes
are overcrowded due to a lack of affordable or available
housing.? Past assessments of housing for American
Indians have shown slower growth in housing stock
and lower vacancy rates in certain rural areas of the
country, which can contribute to the lack of available
and affordable housing.?* While some American Indian
families may choose larger households as a cultural
preference, many are reliant on crowded homes as a
strategy to prevent homelessness.*

In addition, urban adults with disabilities report-
ed the highest proportion experiencing housing cost
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burden by disability status, followed by rural adults
with disabilities. People with disabilities who receive
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Social Security
Disability Insurance (SSDI) face income limits, which
make it difficult to afford housing and to improve one’s
financial situation.'**"?? A higher proportion of urban
adults are housing cost burdened. Looking across ra-
cial/ethnic groups reveals that nearly one-third of rural
Black Americans spend at least 30% of their income
on housing as well. In addition, rural Black Ameri-
cans have the third highest proportion experiencing
severe housing cost burden across all 14 rural-urban
racial/ethnic groups. This is significant as most rural
areas typically have a lower cost of living and housing
costs.?

These findings have implications for public policy.
Rural housing policy should be tailored to the needs
of marginalized groups, many of whom are at greater
risk of being housing cost burdened or in crowded
housing situations. For example, structural racism and
historically racist housing policies are factors that con-
tinue to impact people of color.? Within the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the disparities in hous-
ing cost burden and crowded housing amplify higher
transmission and mortality rates among marginalized
populations, such as American Indians and Black
Americans.?*** Further, COVID-19 related inequities
have been especially pronounced at the intersection of
racism and rurality,” and access barriers to affordable,
quality housing may have exacerbated those issues.
Continued or increased investment in federal rural
housing initiatives, such as the USDA’s Section 502
direct home loan program?®® and Section 515 rental
housing loan program,” is one potential policy lever to
alleviate these issues. However, policymakers may need
to consider additional investments in infrastructure
and other lacking resources to address root causes that
hinder development in the most remote rural areas, in-
cluding Tribal lands.?® Overall, a greater investment in
affordable housing in rural communities would lessen
the cost burden and reduce the incidence of crowded
housing. In both rural and urban environments, indi-
viduals with disabilities would benefit from additional
supports and policies that prioritize affordable housing
for individuals with disabilities in order to reduce their
housing cost burden.

Conclusion

The affordability and quality of a person’s housing
circumstances directly impact their health outcomes.
This policy brief reveals the link between housing cost
burden, crowded housing, and health by race, ethnici-
ty, disability status, and rurality. Our findings indicate
that urgent attention is needed to address crowded
housing in rural areas, particularly for American
Indian, Hispanic, and Black rural residents. Further,
policy to lessen housing cost burden should be directed
especially toward those with disabilities, both in urban
and rural areas. Improving housing conditions and cost
is an important way to address the social determinants
of health and improve health equity.
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