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Abstract The COVID-19 pandemic precipitated cata-
strophic job loss, unprecedented unemployment rates,
and severe economic hardship in renter households. As a
result, housing precarity and the risk of eviction increased
and worsened during the pandemic, especially among
people of color and low-income populations. This paper
considers the implications of this eviction crisis for health
and health inequity, and the need for eviction prevention
policies during the pandemic. Eviction and housing
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displacement are particularly threatening to individual
and public health during a pandemic. Eviction is likely to
increase COVID-19 infection rates because it results in
overcrowded living environments, doubling up, transien-
cy, limited access to healthcare, and a decreased ability to
comply with pandemic mitigation strategies (e.g., social
distancing, self-quarantine, and hygiene practices). Indeed,
recent studies suggest that eviction may increase the spread
of COVID-19 and that the absence or lifting of eviction
moratoria may be associated with an increased rate of
COVID-19 infection and death. Eviction is also a driver
of health inequity as historic trends, and recent data dem-
onstrate that people of color are more likely to face eviction
and associated comorbidities. Black people have had less
confidence in their ability to pay rent and are dying at 2.1
times the rate of non-Hispanic Whites. Indigenous Amer-
icans and Hispanic/Latinx people face an infection rate
almost 3 times the rate of non-Hispanic whites. Dispro-
portionate rates of both COVID-19 and eviction in com-
munities of color compound negative health effects make
eviction prevention a critical intervention to address racial
health inequity. In light of the undisputed connection
between eviction and health outcomes, eviction preven-
tion, through moratoria and other supportive measures, is a
key component of pandemic control strategies to mitigate
COVID-19 spread and death.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic precipitated catastrophic job
loss and economic hardship, especially among people of
color and low-income populations who were already
economically marginalized and experiencing severe
housing precarity. In 2016, the last available year of
nationwide eviction data, 3.7 million evictions were
filed nationally [1], disproportionately affecting Black
and Hispanic renters [2]. Due to stagnant wages, rising
rents, and lack of federal financial support, one out of
four (10.9 million) renters nationally spent over half of
their income on housing before the pandemic [3]. The
cost burden is even greater among households in pov-
erty: one out of four spent over 70% of their income on
rent in 2018 [4]. With the loss of 4 million affordable
housing units from 2011 to 2017 [5] and a shortage of 7
million affordable units available to the lowest-income
renters [6], many renters entered the pandemic vulnera-
ble to eviction.

The pandemic-driven economic recession hits in the
midst of this pre-existing affordable housing crisis to
create a threat of mass evictions and increased housing
displacement. In the absence of legal, economic, and
social support to low- and middle-income people in the
USA—a feature of the response in many other countries
[7], strategies to control the pandemic, such as social
distancing and business closures, led to unprecedented
unemployment and wage loss among renter households
[8]. Furthermore, low-income and predominantly mi-
nority communities, who were already economically
marginalized, experienced disproportionate economic
hardship and impacts of the virus itself [9]. COVID-19
morbidity and mortality in these populations and com-
munities likely further exacerbated economic hardships.
Together, these factors have created an unprecedented
eviction and housing crisis that disproportionately af-
fected low-income populations and communities of
color.

Eviction and housing displacement are associated
with increased COVID-19 infection and mortality rates.
[10, 11] Eviction and housing instability provide a wide
array of COVID-19 transmission opportunities that have
had the effect of undermining mitigation strategies and
stifling pandemic control efforts. Eviction immediately
leads to overcrowding, doubling up, homelessness, and
housing instability. These increase contact with others
and hinder compliance with the strategies necessary to
contain COVID-19, including social distancing, self-
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quarantining, and hand hygiene (see Fig. 1.) In the
long-term, eviction results in severe and lasting poor
health outcomes and economic costs that further threat-
en individual health and well-being and hampers pan-
demic control and recovery. This article presents the
circumstances and mechanisms to suggest how eviction
and housing displacement can further COVID-19 infec-
tion and death. We marshal evidence to suggest that
eviction moratoria and other housing stabilization mea-
sures are a critical component of any comprehensive
strategy to control the COVID-19 pandemic.

Eviction Increases the Risk of COVID-19
Acquisition and Transmission

Transiency and Overcrowding Spread COVID-19

COVID-19 spreads through direct person-to-person
contact, indirect surface contact, and the exposure to
and/or inhalation of infectious droplets (particles >
5 um) and aerosols (particles <5 um) [12]. Respiratory
plumes which typically extend 1.5 m or ~5 ft. from an
infected person are the most common pathway for viral
transmission [13]. Indoor environments without suffi-
cient ventilation can contribute to an accumulation of
airborne aerosols resulting in transmission between in-
dividuals farther apart than 1.5 m [14]. For these rea-
sons, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s
(CDC) primary pandemic interventions, including so-
cial distancing, maintaining good hygiene practices,
self-quarantining, cleaning masks and other personal
protective equipment, and limiting or restricting indoor
gatherings, have been effective in reducing the spread of
COVID-19 [15, 16]. However, eviction and housing
displacement force families into transiency, homeless-
ness, and crowded residential environments [17-20]
that increase new contact with others and make compli-
ance with pandemic health guidelines difficult or im-
possible. Eviction increases the likelihood of “couch
surfing,” residing in shelters, sleeping in cars or out-
doors, and doubling up with friends and family who
may themselves be at risk for COVID-19 [17, 18, 20,
29].

Using an analogy of other infectious diseases such as
tuberculosis, influenza, and meningococcal disease,
even seemingly small differences in housing have been
linked to substantial increases in transmission rates [21,
22]. Residential crowding and increased contact with
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Fig. 1 Eviction increases the risk of COVID-19 acquisition and transmission

others drive the spread of infectious respiratory ill-
nesses, such as COVID-19 [23-26]. Adding as few as
two new members to a household can as much as double
the risk of illness [27]. This increased likelihood of
transmission for infectious disease generally comports
with research on COVID-19, which recognizes that
individuals are at particularly high risk of contracting
COVID-19 from others in their household [28].

Studies suggest that overcrowding increases the
spread of respiratory infectious diseases, such as tuber-
culosis [29] and severe cases of influenza among chil-
dren [30], which are transmitted similarly to COVID-19.
During the 1918 influenza epidemic, the difference be-
tween having 45 square feet and 78 square feet of living
space per person was associated with a tenfold increase
in the rate of illness [31]. Smaller, crowded spaces and
shared facilities are commonplace in homeless shelters.
In some U.S. cities, homeless shelters are required to
provide as little as 25 square feet of space per person
[32]. In many cases, people facing homelessness will
sleep in cars or outdoors and be forced to use public
facilities [33].

These environments prevent individuals and families
from adhering to the CDC’s primary pandemic inter-
ventions and increase the likelihood that evicted and
displaced households are likely to contract—and
spread—COVID-19 while moving from shelter to shel-
ter or couch to couch [34]. Eviction leads to a reliance
on informal housing safety nets that are common in low-
income communities. Most individuals who are unable
to afford housing do not live in shelters or on the street
but rather with friends and family members [35, 36].
These often-transient shared housing arrangements in-
crease the likelihood of exposure to the virus,
compounded by the fact that members of these

vulnerable households often work in occupations with
a higher risk of exposure.

The risk of transmission is especially high among
transient populations because infected persons can
spread COVID-19 before they start to show symptoms
and possibly for weeks after symptoms appear [37].
According to the CDC, approximately 40% of infected
individuals may never show symptoms—but nonethe-
less may transmit the virus to others [25]. Due to the
high rate of transiency among people who face eviction,
eviction is likely to spread COVID-19 by exposing
healthy individuals to those who are unaware they are
carrying the virus or those who know they have
COVID-19 but are unable to self-isolate [10].

The behavioral and physiological responses to evic-
tion likely heighten the spread of infectious diseases,
including respiratory illness and the flu. The mere threat
of eviction can increase stress levels, anxiety, and
depression—all of which can weaken the immune sys-
tem [38, 39]. Because of the highly contagious nature of
COVID-19, increased acquisition of infection among
individuals facing eviction can quickly boost transmis-
sion across a large segment of the community.

Eviction may also lead to lower access to COVID-19
testing [40] and medical attention by driving families to
poorer, underresourced neighborhoods, and medically
underserved geographic areas with fewer medical facil-
ities and providers, in addition to decreased care afford-
ability [41]. Even when infected individuals present
with COVID-19 symptoms, eviction decreases the like-
lihood that they will seek timely medical attention that
could stem community transmission [20]. Eviction is
associated with decreased access to primary and spe-
cialty medical care, regardless of an individual’s hous-
ing status post-eviction [42, 43](p66). In addition, those
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facing evictions have difficulty responding to their
health needs while struggling to maintain housing
[44]. From this baseline, eviction itself amplifies the
individual risk of COVID-19 complications and mortal-
ity. This can be particularly harmful to people who are
already at risk, such as people immunocompromised
due to cancer care, HIV/AIDS, or other conditions
[45—48]. Evicted individuals are also more likely to
use emergency departments, which cater to dispropor-
tionately vulnerable patients [49, 50], for their
healthcare needs when they do seek care [20](p3), in-
creasing their exposure to a sicker patient population.

Eviction Results in Comorbidities and Affects People
with Chronic Conditions That Increase Vulnerability
to COVID-19

People most vulnerable to eviction are also more likely
to suffer from poor health conditions that place them at
high risk of severe or fatal cases of COVID-19 [20]. The
CDC has identified several comorbidities that increase
the risk of severe illness with COVID-19, including
pulmonary disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, obe-
sity, chronic liver or kidney disease, and respiratory
disease [51, 52]. People at the highest risk of eviction
are also more likely to live in substandard housing
conditions that threaten their health [53], such as poor
ventilation, pest infestations, and mold—all closely as-
sociated with the development of respiratory conditions
and general poor health [54]. All of these conditions are
more prevalent among low-income populations and
people of color, the populations most at risk of eviction
prior to and during the pandemic. [20, 55, 56]

Eviction and housing instability are associated with
numerous comorbidities, including increased incidence
of high blood pressure, higher mortality regardless of
cause [57], increased risk of coronary heart disease
independent of other underlying risk factors [38,
391(p205), poor self-reported general health
[39](p202,204), and an increased propensity to smoke
[58]. Evictions are associated with several interrelated
conditions including sexually transmitted infections
[43](p65), HIV-related treatment outcomes [42](p7-8),
and drug use [59]. Eviction, and the mere threat of
eviction, is also associated with numerous mental health
conditions including anxiety, depression [39], exposure
to violence [60], mental health hospitalization [20](p3),
and suicide [57](p412-13). For women, eviction is as-
sociated with physical and sexual assault [61], drug use
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and related harms [62], mental illness [63], and future
housing precarity [64]. The health conditions and high
health care costs associated with eviction make future
evictions more likely [65-67]. In this way, eviction
deepens long-standing patterns of economic and hous-
ing instability and poor health, making it a threat to
public health independent of the COVID-19 pandemic
[64, 67, 68] (see Table 1).

Eviction is particularly traumatizing to children and
affects emotional and physical well-being and develop-
ment for years, if not for lifetimes [69]. Eviction in-
creases the likelihood of emotional trauma, lead poison-
ing [66, 70], food insecurity [71], and academic decline
for children [64, 66, 72, 73]. Eviction is also strongly
associated with adverse childhood experiences, which
have long-term negative health impacts, including in-
creased risk of cardiovascular disease and pulmonary
disease in adulthood and decreased life expectancy [74].
Children whose mothers are evicted during pregnancy
are more likely to have adverse birth outcomes, such as
low birthweight or pre-term pregnancies [75]. Families
of children born with adverse birth outcomes are sub-
stantially more likely to be evicted in the first 5 years of
their child’s life [64, 65]. The evidence is clear: Child
health and housing security are closely intertwined [76].

Eviction threatens individuals’ health in other ways
[17(p91),77, 78]. Evictions force renters to the outskirts
of the rental market, into neighborhoods with higher
crime, increased poverty, and substandard conditions
[79]. Eviction creates a permanent legal record, no mat-
ter the outcome of the proceeding, that allow landlords
to screen tenants with a history of eviction and ultimate-
ly preclude them from future renting opportunities [80].

Eviction during COVID-19 Perpetuated Health Inequity
among Black and Latinx People and Women

People of color were already more likely to be at risk of
housing loss, due, in part, to historic and ongoing racially
discriminatory housing opportunities and constraints that
are only exacerbated by the racially disproportionate
effects of the pandemic. Historic trends and recent data
demonstrate that people of color are more likely to face
eviction during the pandemic. Racial disparity in an
eviction is evident as numerous studies demonstrate that
Black renters faced eviction at the highest rates before
COVID-19 [2, 81]. One study determined that Black
households were more than twice as likely as White
households to be evicted [2](p117). A review of several
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Table 1 Eviction leads to negative health outcomes & future hardship
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studies conducted in multiple cities between 1991 and
2002 found that approximately 80% of people facing
eviction were from non-White households [82]. Pre-
COVID-19, Black women were evicted at higher rates
than other groups [17](p21), with 1 in 5 Black female
renters reporting that they have experienced eviction
compared with 1 in 12 Hispanic/Latinx women and 1
in 15 White women [83]. Of all gender and race combi-
nations, Black women renters are at the highest risk: In
17 out of 36 states studied, Black women faced eviction
filings at double the rate of White renters [84].

For people of color, who have one-twelfth of the
wealth accumulation of White people [85] due to de-
cades of racially discriminatory U.S. housing policy
[86], the loss of employment or an unexpected emer-
gency can precipitate greater hardship and housing in-
stability. Over 70% of Black and Latinx adults entered
the pandemic lacking emergency funds to cover
3 months of expenses, while over half of White adults
had such savings [87]. Without a safety net, the down-
ward fall is likely to be immediate and precipitous, and
recovery may be impossible.

Eviction prevention is critical to containing the
COVID-19 pandemic and protecting all Americans re-
gardless of race. But, for people of color, who were
significantly more likely to have no confidence in their
ability to pay rent throughout the pandemic [88] and
experience complications and death from COVID-19,
avoiding eviction can be lifesaving. The CDC reports

Black Americans are dying at 2.1 times the rate of non-
Hispanic Whites [89]. Indigenous Americans as well as
Hispanic/Latinx persons face an infection rate almost 3
times the rate of non-Hispanic Whites [89]. Asian,
Black, and Hispanic/Latinx persons are 1.3, 4.7, and
4.6 times more likely to be hospitalized with COVID-
19, respectively, than non-Hispanic Whites [90]. Others
have found similarly stark disparities in COVID-19
death rates: 2.3 times higher for Black people, 1.5 for
Hispanic and Latinx [90], and 1.75 for indigenous peo-
ple [91]. Black and Hispanic/Latinx people are dying at
the rate of White people a decade or older [92]. These
data underscore the extreme health inequity occurring
during the pandemic.

The deep underlying health disparity can be traced to
the inability to social distance in many low-wage jobs,
crowded living conditions due to poverty and eviction,
bias among health care providers, and disparate access
to health care [93]. Other social determinants of health,
like poverty and access to clean air and water, have
driven larger proportions of people of color to develop
comorbidities with COVID-19, like asthma or hyperten-
sion, that contribute to higher mortality rates. Further-
more, repeated exposure to racism in its many forms
acts as a form of toxic stress that chips away at the body.
This process of “weathering” results in health deteriora-
tion, the onset of chronic conditions, and premature
aging at the cellular level, all of which likely play a
prominent role in COVID-19 disparities [94].

@ Springer



Benfer et al.

The disproportionate impact of the economic reces-
sion, risk of eviction and associated harms, and COVID-
19 infection and mortality affect people of color at
disproportionate rates and make it clear that health eq-
uity and social justice are deeply intertwined, especially
in the pandemic setting. Protecting public health during
the pandemic requires protecting those most likely to
contract, spread, and die from COVID-19, especially
people in poverty and people of color, who are more
likely to be evicted and more likely to suffer severe harm
during the pandemic. Public health and health justice
require that all people have equal opportunity to achieve
good health and protect themselves from COVID-19
[91, 95]. This requires providing supports and interven-
tion to prevent eviction and its corollary harms, includ-
ing the spread of COVID-19.

Policy Interventions to Prevent Eviction Reduce
the Spread of COVID-19

Moratoria Can Effectively Limit Eviction Filings

During the pandemic, governors, courts, and legislative
bodies in 43 states issued eviction moratoria that varied
in duration, stage of eviction frozen, and the type of
eviction forestalled [96, 97]. These moratoria had a
chilling effect on eviction filings. The Eviction Lab’s
research on eviction filings in 25 cities [98] during the
pandemic shows that (1) where state or local eviction
moratoria were in place, the intervention effectively
slowed eviction filings during the pandemic and (2)
without moratoria in place, eviction filings quickly
reached or exceeded historic filing rates [98]. Similar
outcomes occurred with federal moratoria. Along with
the stimulus and extended federal unemployment bene-
fits, the CARES Act slowed evictions by effectively
prohibiting eviction of tenants in buildings with feder-
ally backed mortgages or federal subsidies until August
25, 2020 [99]. The CDC Order forestalled residential
evictions where a tenant met certain criteria between
September 4 and December 31, 2020 [100].
Preliminary evidence suggests that these orders were
effective: In the short period between when the CARES
Act protections expired and when the CDC Order took
effect, new eviction filings rose quickly to exceed his-
torical levels in almost every site without a local mora-
torium [101]. Among the cities tracked by the Eviction
Lab without moratoria, eviction filings rose as high as
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395% above historical weekly averages after the
CARES Act expired [98]. Following the CDC Order,
new filings dropped to as low as 83% below historical
weekly averages [98]. The dramatic spike in filings once
the CARES Act expired suggests the need to adopt and
extend moratoria until housing is stabilized among high-
risk populations.

Based on eviction tracking data, the Eviction Lab
identified three drivers of the COVID-19 eviction crisis.
First, a significant number of property owners use the
eviction process as a rent collection tool, rather than a
means of removing tenants for other reasons [102].
Second, many tenants are, and have historically been,
evicted for small amounts of money—during the pan-
demic, typically less than the local median amount for
1 month’s rent and as little as $120—showing that
property owners seem to have a low threshold for profit
loss before they consider displacing their tenants [103].
Third, evictions occur where tenants lacked legal pro-
tections or supports to contest evictions, especially as
demand for legal assistance increased during the pan-
demic [104]. This helps explain why the effectiveness of
the CDC moratorium was jurisdiction specific: local
implementation, tenant education of rights, and enforce-
ment had important effects on the moratorium’s breadth
in practice.

The Absence and Lifting of Eviction Moratoria
Increases Spread of COVID-19 Infection and Mortality
Rates

At least two studies demonstrate the potential associa-
tion between the absence and lifting of eviction mora-
toria and increased COVID-19 infection and mortality
rates [10]. In one model, researchers were primarily
concerned with the epidemiological consequences of
increased crowding as a result of eviction because
evicted individuals tend to “double up,” thereby increas-
ing household size and boosting opportunities for viral
spread [10]. With an eviction rate of 0.25% per month
(significantly less than the 2% pre-pandemic national
average), the model predicted a roughly 0.6% increase
in total infections [10]. When applied to Philadelphia, a
metro area with diverse housing stability and socioeco-
nomic status representative of many major U.S cities,
the model showed 7200 additional individuals would be
infected by December 31, 2020, if eviction rates return
to pre-pandemic levels [10](p10). If levels increase to 5
times pre-pandemic rates due to a backlog of cases and
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widespread economic duress, as some analysts predict,
excess infections could reach up to 41,000 by December
31,2020 [10](p10).

In another study, researchers used varying expiration
dates of state eviction moratoria to evaluate whether
lifting moratoria was associated with increased
COVID-19 spread and mortality [11]. After controlling
for mask orders, stay at home orders, school closures,
and testing rates, as well as characteristics of states and
underlying time trends, this natural experiment showed
that lifting moratoria was associated with 1.6 times
higher COVID-19 mortality after 7 weeks and 5.4 times
higher mortality after 16 weeks [11]. Similarly, lifting
moratoria was associated with 1.6 times higher inci-
dence of COVID-19 after 10 weeks and 2.1 times higher
incidence after 16 weeks compared to maintaining evic-
tion moratoria [11]. Lifting moratoriums translated to a
total of 433,700 excess cases and 10,700 excess deaths
between March 1 and September 3, 2020 [11]. Thus,
eviction moratoria could be effective mechanisms for
suppressing COVID-19 infection and mortality.

Supportive Measures May Aid in Prevention of Eviction
and the Risk of COVID-19 Spread

Moratoria are critical emergency measures to control the
spread of COVID-19 and protect renters from eviction
and associated harms, including the immediate risk of
infection. With supportive legal and financial measures,
such as rental assistance [105], eviction diversion pro-
grams [106], and civil right to counsel [107], states and
localities are better able to protect vulnerable residents
from eviction. Rental assistance programs can eliminate
accumulated rental debt, reduce rent burdens, and in-
crease housing stability, especially among low-income
renters who have experienced COVID-19-related job or
income loss [108]. In one study, the Michigan Eviction
Diversion Program resulted in a decrease in default
judgments, orders of eviction, and dismissal rates by
11.5%, 12.6%, and 5.5% respectively [109]. Similarly,
the adoption of civil right to counsel in eviction cases
consistently decreases eviction rates. In New York City,
universal counsel for income-eligible tenants prevented
the evictions of over 22,000 households [110]. Overall,
in 2019 in New York City, 84% of tenants who were
represented by counsel avoided eviction and eviction
rates dropped by 41%, with eviction filings dropping by
34% and default judgments by 34% [111]. Similar out-
comes were achieved in other cities with a civil right to

counsel [112—-114]. Tenants represented by attorneys
are more likely to have knowledge of and exercise their
rights under moratoria in order to maintain housing.
Coupled with eviction moratoria, these supportive mea-
sures increase housing stability and, in turn, curb the
spread of COVID-19.

Increasing health care access is also associated with
reduced eviction rates. Policies such as Medicaid expan-
sion can offer permanent pathways to reduce and pre-
vent eviction and associated poor health outcomes. One
study found that California counties that expanded Med-
icaid through the Affordable Care Actin 2011 and 2012
saw a significant reduction in evictions (24.5 fewer
evictions per month per county from a previous average
0f 224.7) compared to counties in 14 other states which
did not expand Medicaid [67]. The researchers hypoth-
esize that by reducing or eliminating medical debt and
the financial burden of medical care, more tenants are
able to make timely rent payments thereby lowering
eviction rates. Reduction in illness also increases the
ability to seek and maintain employment [115].

The COVID-19 pandemic magnified the connection
between housing and individual and public health, es-
pecially among low-income populations and people of
color, and underscored the urgency of eviction preven-
tion. However, the relationship between eviction and
health equity will remain long after the pandemic’s
conclusion. Beyond pandemic stop-gap measures, it is
critical to harness this period of political creativity to
address the root causes of the housing and eviction
crisis, in addition to immediate needs [93]. Only then
will health equity and health justice be secured [93].

Conclusion

During the COVID 19 pandemic, widespread job and
wage loss drastically increased housing precarity, espe-
cially among people of color, low-income populations,
and members of society most vulnerable to COVID-19
infection, complication, and death. Eviction and hous-
ing displacement increases the spread of COVID-19
among the highest risk populations and triggers a cycle
of poor health and housing instability. Protecting public
health during a pandemic requires protecting those most
likely to contract, spread, and die from infectious dis-
ease, including people in poverty and people of color,
who are more likely to be evicted and more likely to
suffer severe health harms during the pandemic. Studies
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suggest eviction moratoria may mitigate COVID-19
spread and death and can be bolstered with supportive
measures. Housing displacement and eviction preven-
tion can be a key component of a comprehensive strat-
egy to control the pandemic by reducing COVID-19
infection, transmission, illness, hospitalizations, and
death and to address health inequity.
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