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Housing and Health

By Katrina Lisnichuk, Manager of Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability and Learning (MEAL), Habitat for
Humanity Latin America and the Caribbean

In Latin America and the Caribbean, health issues and the housing deficit are two deeply
interconnected challenges. Studies have shown that factors such as poor design and substandard
materials, lack of water and sanitation services, affordability issues, and unstable housing tenure
directly impact people’s health. The most significant effects are linked to gastrointestinal illnesses
and related infant mortality, as well as increased levels of stress, anxiety, depression, and respiratory
diseases. These, in turn, are indirectly connected to people’s economic conditions, nutritional status,
and cognitive development. All these impacts disproportionately affect women, older adults, and

children.

Habitat for Humanity promotes access to decent housing in the region through affordable financing,
quality housing standards, and strategies that strengthen the economic security of families—
especially women. Its holistic approach demonstrates that improving housing conditions
contributes to community well-being and development.
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Adequate housing is more than just a physical
structure of four walls and a roof. It is a fundamental
human right that comprises seven essential
elements: security of tenure, availability of services,
materials, facilities, and infrastructure, affordability,
habitability, accessibility, location, and cultural
adequacy (UN-Habitat, 2019).

These interrelated characteristics determine the
adequacy of housing, and their degree of fulfillment
directly impacts people’s physical and mental
health—affecting specific population groups in
different ways.

For the sake of synthesis, this report groups these
characteristics into the following categories: location,
water and sanitation services, housing design and
materials, affordability, and security of tenure. It then
explores the specific relationships between each of
these aspects and people’s health. It also identifies
how deficiencies in these areas disproportionately
affect women, children, and older adults.
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The 7 elements of adequate housing according to UN-Habitat,
2019. lllustration sourced from the website:

Finally, the article provides concrete examples that
illustrate how Habitat for Humanity contributes to
people's health and well-being through its programs
and projects.


https://onu-habitat.org/index.php/elementos-de-una-vivienda-adecuada
https://onu-habitat.org/index.php/elementos-de-una-vivienda-adecuada
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What is the housing and health
situation in Latin America and the
Caribbean?

It is estimated that 45% of households in Latin
America and the Caribbean (LAC) lack adequate
housing, representing approximately 300 million
people.

This includes both the quantitative deficit (5%) and
the qualitative deficit (95%). The extent of this reality
varies from country to country. For example, in Costa
Rica, approximately 11% of the population
experiences housing inadequacy, while in Nicaragua,
the rate exceeds 80% (IDB, 2024).

The qualitative deficit includes issues such as
insecurity of tenure, especially in urban and peri-
urban areas, where Paraguay has the lowest level
(13%) and Guatemala the highest (33%). Combined,
Mexico and Brazil account for 50 million people
facing tenure insecurity (Prindex, 2023).

The qualitative deficit includes homes that need improvements,
such as adequate flooring. © Habitat for Humanity International /
David Estrada

Another major factor contributing to the region’s
high qualitative deficit is the lack of access to water
and sanitation. In 2020, only 75.4% of the population
of Latin America and the Caribbean had access to
safely managed drinking water, and just 34.1% had
access to safe sanitation systems (UN, 2021).

Housing affordability is also a critical factor
explaining the high qualitative deficit (Habitat for
Humanity International, 2016). One study showed

that in 2010, only 42% of people between the ages
of 15 and 39 were homeowners (IDB, 2012).

Additionally, substandard housing design and
materials are prevalent, particularly in informal
settlements (Torres Parra et al., 2024). In 2022, more
than 1.12 billion people were living in informal
settlements and slums (UN-Habitat, 2024b).

In Latin America, the quality of
housing directly impacts physical
health.

Inadequate housing has been linked to various
health issues, including respiratory infections,
vector-borne diseases, injuries, and gastrointestinal
illnesses (Jacobs & Kelly, 2003; Torres Parra et al.,
2024). In 2016, deficits in access to water, sanitation,
and hygiene were directly linked to approximately
40% of all diarrhea-related deaths in the region (CAF,
2023). Additionally, overcrowded living conditions
and inadequate ventilation in substandard housing
contribute to the spread of infectious diseases (Pan
American Health Organization, 2022).

Mental health is also an increasing challenge in Latin
America. Mental and neurological disorders account
for nearly one-quarter of the region’s disease burden
(World Bank, 2015). In 2017, the WHO reported that
Brazil had the highest anxiety rate in the world (9.3%
of the population) and the fifth highest rate of
depression (5.8% of the population) (The Dialogue,
2023).

Poor housing conditions, economic
insecurity, and discrimination
contribute to mental health issues
such as stress, anxiety, and depression
(Chinchilla et al., 2021).

There is a significant treatment gap for mental health
disorders in Latin America, primarily due to
insufficient funding (The Dialogue, 2023).
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What is the relationship between
adequate housing and people’s
health?

How does housing location affect people’s
health?

Proximity to polluted sites, such as industrial facilities,
electrical substations, pesticide-treated agricultural
land, high-traffic roads, nuclear power plants, and
gas stations, has a negative impact on physical
health. These environments are linked to pregnancy
complications, such as congenital disabilities and
low birth weight, due to exposure to heavy metals
and volatile organic compounds that interfere with
fetal development. Additionally, there is a higher
incidence of asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease (COPD), cardiovascular diseases, certain
childhood cancers, and an elevated risk of end-stage
kidney disease and diabetes due to constant
exposure to air pollutants and toxic chemicals (Kihal-
Talantikite et al., 2017; Brender et al., 2011).

People living in peripheral or segregated areas with
limited access to basic services and urban
infrastructure tend to experience greater social
isolation, which increases the risk of depression,
stress, and anxiety. Segregation and poorly located
housing also hinder access to support networks and
employment opportunities, reinforcing feelings of
exclusion and perpetuating situations of abuse or
violence (Libertun de Duren, 2017).

Social cohesion and access to green spaces help
reduce stress and anxiety by providing support and
recreational opportunities, which promote relaxation
and improve people's overall well-being. Having
trustworthy neighbors reinforces a sense of
belonging and reduces loneliness by providing
emotional support during difficult times (Gomez et
al., 2019). Conversely, perceptions of insecurity limit
outdoor activity and social interactions, leading to
isolation and heightened anxiety. Constant exposure
to urban noise further exacerbates stress by
disrupting rest and making it difficult to relax at
home, which can result in sleep disturbances and
irritability (Evans, 2003).

Manuel and his son, Miguel, walk through the streets of their

community in Chalco, Mexico. There, families face shortages and a
lack of community services. ©Habitat for Humanity / Marco

How does access to water and sanitation
affect people’s health?

According to the WHO (2022), a lack of access to safe
drinking water, sanitation, and hygiene resulted in
829,000 deaths from diarrheal diseases in 2016,
accounting for 1.9% of the global disease burden.

Investing in water and sanitation
infrastructure could prevent up to
2.2 million child deaths annually.

Investing in water and sanitation infrastructure
could prevent up to 2.2 million child deaths
annually in the developing world, with an average
annual cost per life saved equivalent to between
65% and 80% of these countries’ per capita GDP
(Glinther & Fink, 2011).

In informal settlements, the lack of safe sanitation
and drinking water, combined with overcrowding,
exposes residents to pathogens that cause diseases
such as gastroenteritis, diarrhea, and parasitic
infections. Poor hygiene and increased risk of food
and water contamination—due to shared sanitation
facilities—further contribute to these health risks
(Nunez, Collado & Wang, 2020; World Health
Organization (WHO), 2022).

How do housing design and materials affect
people’s health?
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Elevated dwellings constructed with durable
materials, such as wooden or aluminum walls and
roofs, provide effective protection against moisture
and direct contact with contaminated soil, reducing
the transmission of gastrointestinal pathogens.
Replacing dirt floors with concrete floors makes
cleaning easier. It also creates a more hygienic
environment that is less prone to the proliferation of
microorganisms, thereby minimizing the risk of
household infections that cause diarrheal diseases
(Galiani, Gertler & Undurraga, 2017; Habitat for
Humanity, 2024).

Overcrowding and inadequate ventilation in
confined spaces increase the risk of transmitting
respiratory diseases such as tuberculosis, pneumonia,
and influenza by facilitating the spread of airborne
pathogens due to high population density and close
contact. Proper ventilation is essential for reducing
indoor air pollutants (WHO, 2022; Bungau et al.,
2024).

The lack of adequate materials for extreme climates
in social housing has a negative impact on residents’
physical health. In areas of extreme heat in Mexico,
using concrete and hollow blocks in semi-arid
regions increases the risk of heat stress and

B 2

In the Arequipa region of Peru, families build informally. ©

Habitat for Humanity International / Tatiana Guerrero

heatstroke. Symptoms include fatigue, dehydration,
loss of consciousness, and organ damage in severe
cases (Gonzalez, Herrera & Solis, 2023). Conversely,
in temperate to cold regions, such as the mountains
of Colombia, homes with uninsulated concrete walls
expose residents to an increased risk of bronchitis
and colds. These risks can be mitigated by using

insulating materials and better window frames
(Rodriguez et al., 2019). Older homes, particularly
those with outdated and poorly maintained kitchens,
expose residents to carbon monoxide and lead,
increasing the risk of poisoning, neurological
problems, and chronic respiratory illnesses.

Humidity in these spaces promotes mold growth,
contributing to asthma and other respiratory
conditions, while deteriorating paint and structural
elements increase the risk of lead poisoning, injuries,
and pest infestations. Energy poverty leads to the
use of low-cost fuels and biomass stoves in poorly
ventilated spaces, which increases the risk of
developing COPD, lung cancer, and chronic
bronchitis due to prolonged exposure to harmful
particles and toxic gases that irritate and damage the
respiratory system (Novoa et al,, 2014; WHO, 2022;
Orlando-Romero et al, 2023; Kim, Jahan & Kabir,
2011; Torres-Duque et al., 2008).

According to the WHO (2022), the
risks of injury and burns in the home
pose a public health concern,
particularly in unsafe housing
conditions.

Housing conditions such as overcrowding, lack of
privacy, and insecurity of tenure significantly impact
residents’ mental health, fostering chronic stress,
anxiety, and depressive symptoms. Overcrowding
also contributes to these symptoms by generating
stress and reducing personal space, which can lead
to cognitive fatigue and frustration (Ruiz-Tagle &
Urria, 2020). These effects intensify over time and
increase the risk of family conflicts, as a lack of
privacy in densely populated spaces heightens
tension and irritability, potentially leading to
episodes of domestic violence (Raphael, 2001).

Lack of natural light in living spaces can cause stress
and discomfort, as it prevents occupants from
feeling connected to the outside environment-a
connection that enhances mood and helps regulate
circadian rhythms (Atamewan, 2022).
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Adequate and stable housing strengthens residents’
self-esteem by providing them with greater control
over their environment, meeting their needs for
comfort and security, and fostering a more positive
self-perception (Rohe & Stegman, 1994). This effect
is confirmed in a study by Galiani, Gertler, and
Undurraga (2017), which demonstrated that
providing prefabricated housing improved the
quality of life for low-income families in Latin
America.

How do housing affordability and security
of tenure affect people’s health?

Affordability is directly linked to mental health.
Chronic stress increases when a significant portion
of household income must be spent on housing
costs and can force families to sacrifice essential
needs such as food and healthcare, resulting in a
deterioration of their mental health. This precarious
affordability exacerbates economic insecurity and
contributes to a perception of poor health. As well, a
lack of stable housing increases the fear of losing
one’s home and reduces control over one's
environment, thereby exacerbating symptoms of
depression and anxiety (Pollack, Griffin & Lynch,
2010; Lindberg et al., 2010; Balchin & Stewart, 2001).

Affordability and overcrowding also have a more
pronounced impact on women, who often face
greater financial pressures and less economic
stability, thus increasing their exposure to stress and
anxiety (Baker et al., 2013).

Insecurity of tenure generates chronic stress, anxiety,
and depressive symptoms among residents.

Security of tenure also has a
positive influence on children's
health. In Ecuador, households with
property titles are less likely to
resort to child labor because tenure
security enables adults to work
outside the home without

constantly worrying about
protecting their property (Rose,
2006).

Which conditions disproportionately affect
women, older adults, and children?

Children, older adults, and women tend to spend a
greater amount of time at home, increasing their
exposure to health risks associated with housing
conditions (WHO, 2022). For children, substandard
housing increases the risk of injuries and respiratory
problems due to toxins such as lead and mold
(Reece, 2021).

A lack of adequate sanitation also significantly
affects children. In Brazil, expanding sanitation
coverage has reduced hospitalizations and illnesses
such as chronic diarrhea, which impairs child
development. In Mexico and El Salvador, improving
access to safe drinking water has reduced exposure
to contaminated sources and improved the health of
children in vulnerable communities. A study in the
United States found that children in households
receiving rental subsidies have a lower incidence of
malnutrition because families can allocate more
resources to a balanced diet (Lindberg et al., 2010).

Distance from healthcare services in low- and
middle-income countries is also linked to higher
rates of infant mortality, particularly during the
perinatal and neonatal periods, when immediate
access to medical care is crucial (Okwaraji & Edmond,
2012).

Issues with building materials, lack of thermal
insulation, inadequate protection from extreme
temperatures, and poor ventilation can negatively
impact older adults, who are particularly vulnerable
to respiratory and cardiovascular diseases when
exposed to cold and damp indoor environments,
mold, and other pollutants that harm physical health
and exacerbate pre-existing conditions (Lawrence,
2010; Bungau et al., 2024; Gonzalez, Herrera & Solis,
2023).

Women are disproportionately affected by indoor air
pollution from wood-burning stoves and cookstoves,
particularly in rural communities and developing
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countries, where they often spend a significant
amount of time in cooking areas. Prolonged
exposure to pollutants such as carbon monoxide and
fine particles increases the risk of severe respiratory
diseases (Kim, Jahan & Kabir, 2011; Torres-Duque et
al., 2008).

In addition, overcrowding raises the risk of infectious
diseases due to close contact with others—especially
for women in traditional caregiving roles within the
home (WHO, 2018; WHO, 2022).

Prolonged exposure to dampness and inadequate
heating further increases women's risk of respiratory

illness and negatively affects their mental well-being,
as they tend to spend more time at home in
caregiving roles.

Finally, insecurity and vandalism in the surrounding
environment increase women'’s stress and anxiety
because they often worry not only about their own
safety but also that of their children and family
members. This fear is intensified in high-crime areas
(Pevalin et al., 2008).
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In summary, this is how housing is connected to people’s health:
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How does Habitat for Humanity’s work
contribute to people’s health?

Habitat for Humanity (HFH) is a non-governmental
organization that has worked since 1976 to ensure
that every person has a decent place to live. It
operates in more than 70 countries worldwide,
including 17 in Latin America and the Caribbean.
Globally, HFH has served more than 62 million
people. Over the past decade (2014-2024), it has
directly impacted nearly 6.5 million people in Latin
America and the Caribbean, reached over 12 million
more through partnerships with the housing sector,
and potentially influenced the lives of more than 35
million people through changes in public policies or
housing market practices. The total number of
people directly, indirectly, and potentially reached by
HFH in Latin America and the Caribbean over the
past decade is roughly equivalent to one in five
people currently experiencing a housing deficit in
the region’.

Over the past decade, Habitat for
Humanity has positively impacted
one in five people in the region who
face a housing deficit.

Habitat's approach to addressing the housing crisis
focuses on acting strategically within the housing
ecosystem to increase equitable access to housing.
HFH recognizes that housing is a means to achieve
prosperity and prioritizes generating evidence to
demonstrate how housing contributes to people’s
quality of life—with health being a key focus area.
This  systemic, people-centered strategy is
implemented across four areas of expertise:
affordability, habitability, tenure security, and basic
services. These areas are integrated into the
organization’s programs and projects.

HFH is committed to the quality of its projects,
including construction. Based on the UN-Habitat

" Data sourced from Habitat for Humanity's Global Measurement Tool
(2014-2024).

standards explained above, Habitat has developed
its own housing quality standards, which are:

a) design (housing materials, safety, spatial
quality, etc.)

b) location

c) water

d) sanitation

e) security of tenure

These standards are applied uniformly and
mandatorily across all construction programs
worldwide, accompanied by a vision of incremental
building and technical assistance that prioritizes
balancing desires, needs, and affordability in
housing solutions.

)

Every five hours, Habitat for Humanity delivers a home in

Guatemala. © Habitat for Humanity Guatemala / Diana Reyes

These standards also enable the organization to
measure its efforts in terms of types of housing
improvements and to recognize how each
contributes to other aspects of quality of life, such as
health. In addition, Habitat also implements
programs and projects with a deliberate focus on
improving the health of individuals and communities.
For example, Habitat for Humanity Argentina leads a
program called Salud y vivienda (Health and
Housing), which promotes improvements to owner-
built bathrooms. HFH Paraguay has run an annual
campaign for over ten years called Salud al agua
(Cheers to Water), combining fundraising, public
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advocacy, and constructing adequate bathrooms for
families living in informal settlements.

Habitat also promotes multi-year regional or sub-
regional projects, such as the 700,000 Floors to Play
On initiative, which aims to replace dirt floors with
adequate flooring to improve families’ health,
education, and economic development. The
initiative also measures the impact to document how
having an adequate floor makes a difference in these
aspects of families' quality of life.

The most recent impact assessment
in the Dominican Republic showed,
among other findings, that families
with an adequate floor save 79% on
healthcare expenses compared to
families without one.

Eimel and Eimy are siblings living in Rancho al Medio, San

Cristobal, Dominican Republic. Their home received an upgrade

with a concrete floor. © Habitat for Humanity Dominican Republic
/ Media Crew

Since housing is a pathway to prosperity and
community building, HFH develops projects that
promote financial inclusion—particularly for women.
Examples include productive housing initiatives in
the Dominican Republic and training and job
placement programs for women plumbers in Bolivia.

In terms of social cohesion and promoting social ties
and support networks, HFH takes a highly
community-based  approach. It has been
demonstrated that people’s social capital increases
when homes are located in more urbanized
environments, as recently confirmed in an evaluation
study conducted in Paraguay (HFH Paraguay, 2024).

Conclusions

Several studies show that improved housing can lead
to enhanced mental and physical health. Factors
such as overcrowding, lack of infrastructure,
inadequate water and sanitation services, tenure
insecurity, and unaffordable housing contribute to
stress, anxiety, and depression. The literature also
indicates that poor housing conditions—such as
inadequate ventilation and lighting, poor-quality
materials, unsafe kitchens and bathrooms, and
insufficient space leading to overcrowding—can
increase stress levels, cause respiratory and
gastrointestinal illnesses, lead to household
accidents, worsen sleep quality and mood, and
trigger situations of violence, among other effects.

Housing policies must consider
these factors to promote urban
planning that ensures homes are
located in suitable areas, creates
affordable housing conditions, and
fosters market integration to close
systemic gaps that prevent people
from accessing adequate housing.

Habitat for Humanity's experience demonstrates
that an integrated approach, combining equitable
access to housing, affordable financing, quality
standards, and strengthened community networks,
is essential for reducing domestic violence and
improving people’s quality of life in the region.
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