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Housing not 
just as a 
financial 
asset, but a 
critical 
infrastructure 
for human 
wellbeing and 
health.



...insights for 
policy

Provocations

Housing people 
well prevents 
poor health

We do not 
house 

everyone well...

...there is a cost 
of doing nothing 
to change this
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Australia’s housing system



~11 million dwellings
Valued at $12 trillion.

500,000 homes



1.2M homes have 
major structural 
problems.



2.8M homes have 
mould and/or 
damp.



Most (~911M) 
homes are more 
than 20 years old.



Ownership
Private rental
Social rental
Other



With our changing climate, ~4M homes require 
public health attention – most privately owned. 

Ownership
Private rental
Social rental
Other



Figure 1 

Bentley, R., Mason, K., Jacobs, D., Blakely, T., Howden-Chapman, P., 
Li, A., Adamkiewicz, G. and Reeves, A., 2025. Housing as a social 
determinant of health: a contemporary framework. The Lancet Public 
Health, 10(10), pp.e855-e864.



Housing people well protects health



When people can no longer afford to warm their 
homes their:
• mental health declines significantly (by 4.6-

points on the SF-36 mental health scale)
• odds of reporting depression or anxiety 

increases by 49% 
• odds of reporting hypertension increases 71% 

Risk factors uncovered in our research
Energy hardship and mental health, depression and hypertension

Bentley R, Daniel L, Li Y et al., The effect of energy poverty on mental health, cardiovascular disease and respiratory health: a longitudinal 
analysis, The Lancet Regional Health – Western Pacific, 2023; 35

HILDA data
Fixed effects, extensive 
sensitivity analyses



Healthy Housing Unit, CHP, MSPGH, UoM

New receipt of 
rental assistance 
associated with a 
65% lower odds of 
asthma onset in 
children (among 
low-income private 
renters, ).

Transitions into 
affordable housing 
associated with a 
31% reduction in 
children’s asthma 
risk.

Housing policy protective effects uncovered in 
our research 
Affordability and incident childhood asthma
(Longitudinal Study of Aust Children)

If CRA was a medication…….!
Li, Y., Singh, A. and Bentley, R., 2026. The protective effect of housing affordability on childhood asthma risk: a longitudinal fixed-effects analysis. American Journal of 
Epidemiology, p.kwag013.

LSAC data
Fixed effects, 
extensive sensitivity 
analyses



Risk factors uncovered in our research
Rent increases and mental health

Mason, K… Mansour A, Martino, E. Bentley, R., 2026. Rent increases and mental health among low-income renters in Australia: a longitudinal analysis . Social Science & 
Medicine, Accepted 8th May.

HILDA data
Fixed effects, extensive sensitivity analyses
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• Examined the impact of environmental noise 
from road traffic, airplanes, trains, and 
industry on mental health and psychological 
distress. 

• Used instrumental variables, fixed-effects 
models, and an aggregated area-level 
measure of noise exposure. 

• Exposure to unwanted noise from traffic is 
associated with poor mental health.

• Social renters, lone parents, people with 
disabilities and low income were 
disproportionally affected by noise. 

Suitability and mental health e.g., unwanted noise

HILDA data
1. distance to a nearest train line or major road.
2. population density at the local area level.

Fixed effects, latent variable, 
extensive sensitivity analyses



We do not house everybody well



Indigenous 
Australians in 
remote 
communities 
face the worst 
housing 
conditions.



Housing in the rental sector

From Australian Housing Conditions Dataset



Refugee 
populations 
and housing 
in Australia
McShane, S., Li, A., Block, K. and Bentley, 
R., 2025. Housing and wellbeing: Long-
term precarious housing trajectories 
following humanitarian migration and 
resettlement. Social science & medicine, 
372, p.117943.

McShane, S., Li, A., Block, K. and Bentley, R., 2025. Housing and wellbeing: Long-term precarious housing 
trajectories following humanitarian migration and resettlement. Social Science & Medicine, 372, p.117943.

BLNA and HILDA data
Trajectory



Low-income households
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Prevalence of reporting cannot heat home, by 
income quintile, HILDA

People with:
• Disabilities
• Carers
• Single parent families
• Recent migrants
• Indigenous Australians

HILDA data



BAU costs us!



This in-home exposure leads to a substantial but unquantified population 
health burden from:

⚬ Asthma
⚬ Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
⚬ Infections.

Mould and Damp

Slide 4



While we can estimate the scale of the the problem, we do not know the 
SCALE OF THE CONSEQUENCES in terms of:

⚬ Total health burden
⚬ Cost to the health care system
⚬ Lost productivity
⚬ Contribution to health inequalities.

The problem

Slide 5



Methods (briefly)
Proportional multistate lifetable models with inputs:

• Prevalence of moderate (16.5%) and severe (11.0%) mould; 
• The association of mould to: 
⚬ Asthma incidence (RR 1.48 for moderate and 1.98 for severe); 
⚬ Chronic respiratory disease severity (ratio increase 1.10 and 1.28); 
⚬ Lower respiratory tract infection incidence (RR 1.15 and 1.46). 

Slide 7

mould housing

Asthma incidence

COPD severity

LRTI event rate

Sum     morbidity rates, 
mortality rates, and income 

earning rates

health inequalities

all cause morbidity 

all cause mortality

health expenditure
population income

healthy adjusted life years (HALYs)



Findings – health burden

Slide 8

• Eradication would see 109,000 (95% UI 50,100 to 
191,000) health adjusted life years gained in the 
next 20 years.

• This is two times higher compared to that achieved 
from eradicating cold housing in Australia; 
estimated to be 50,600 HALYs (24,600 to 106,000).

• May be more effective than colorectal cancer 
screening – at the population level. 

109,000 health 
adjusted
life years.



Slide 9

Findings – health expenditure

• Save AUD$2.82 billion (95% UI 1.25 to 
4.99) in health care costs over the next 
20 years. 

• This is equivalent to a 10% increase in 
current volumetric tax on alcohol.



Findings – household productivity

Slide 10

• Increase household income by AUD$4.21 
billion (95% UI 1.76 to 7.91). 

$4.21 
billion



Findings – Equity

Slide 11

• Greater health gains were observed in lower socioeconomic groups. 
• Removing mould would generate 1.66 times greater health gain for the 

lowest SES groups who have highest disease rates.



From evidence to policy insights



Housing Affordability 
Stress and mental 
health

HAS negatively 
affects mental 
health - between 1 
and 2 points on a 
100-point mental 
health measure 

38

Bentley, R., Baker, E., Mason, K., Subramanian, S.V. and Kavanagh, A.M., 2011. Association between housing affordability and mental health: a 
longitudinal analysis of a nationally representative household survey in Australia. American journal of epidemiology, 174(7), pp.753-760.

Av 
MH=48

Av 
MH=50

HILDA data

Fixed effects



Housing pillars
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Affordability, tenure and mental health

HILDA data

Fixed effects and interactions
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This same relationship was not found in the 
UK (in one comparison at least)

British Panel data

Fixed effects and interactions
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1. UK had more social housing.

2. UK offered more $$ in housing assistance benefits to renters

3. Aus population of renters was less stable. 

Explanation = UK system (with affordability lever) generated greater stability.

Affordability

Renting vs owning

Mental health

Stability

Why?

Avg tenure length in Aus is 12 months and in the UK is 2.5 
years.
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• We compared the mental health effect of a 
cohort of social housing tenants matched to 
people in the private rental sector.

• Gold standard adjustment for confounding 
(including reverse causation) using MSMs 
and machine learning.

While other tenures had better overall 
mental health, stability in social housing 
was protective.

Bentley, R., Baker, E., Simons, K., Simpson, J. A., & Blakely, T. (2018). The impact of social housing on mental health: longitudinal analyses using marginal 
structural models and machine learning-generated weights. International journal of epidemiology, 47(5), 1414-1422.

Stability and mental health
(Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia)

Protective effects uncovered in our research 

HILDA dataMarginal structural models, machine learning matching methods, sensitivity analyses



Stability and mental health

• We compared the 
mental health 
effect of a cohort 
of renter matched 
to homeowners.

• Gold standard 
adjustment for 
confounding 
(including reverse 
causation) using 
MSMs and 
machine learning.

Protective effects uncovered in our research 

Li, A…. Bentley, R., 2022. Understanding the mental health effects of instability in the private rental sector: A longitudinal analysis of a national 
cohort. Social Science & Medicine, 296, p.114778.

HILDA data
Marginal structural 
models, machine 
learning matching 
methods, sensitivity 
analyses



46

1.Stable housing is protective of mental health. 
2.Stable housing reduces mental health inequities associated with 

tenure. 
3.Confirms that the rental protections determine stability which 

influences mental health. 
4.These protections fall short in Australia in comparison with the UK 

(at the time).

Security Mental health

Tenure

Stability/security in social and private rental 
housing are protective.

Conclusion on security



We are not ignoring suitability – it is clear from our 
research that this matters ++
• Mould and damp
• Indoor temperature
• Noise
• Green and blue space
• Indoor air quality



Affordability
Security

Suitability

Renting vs owning

Mental health

Tenure related policy influences each 
pillar = system
e.g., build to rent. min standards.

We have a system bounded by the pillars 
i.e., we cannot account for the health 
benefits of  security of tenure without 
considering affordability or  suitability of 
housingAffordability

Security

Mental health

Suitability

Insights

Min standards in rental sector important 
public health measures – but also need renter 
protections. One without the other is 
problematic
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