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Poor housing is damaging people’s health and driving pressure on health services, says the Royal College of Occupational Therapists

Poor housing is driving avoidable pressure across health and social care services and damaging people’s health. Millions of people are living in homes that do not meet their needs, identified in a new report by the Royal College of Occupational Therapists (RCOT).

Analysis in the Building Health into Homes strategic report found that:
3.5 million homes in England are classed as non-decent, affecting 7.5 million people
87% of homes fail to meet basic accessibility criteria
One in five wheelchair user households in Scotland has unmet housing needs
Poor housing costs the NHS in England £1.5 billion annually.

RCOT is calling for the governments of all four nations, local governments, and health, social care and housing systems to work together to address where people live. Health prevention and system reform can only be delivered once housing needs are met.

Housing is being addressed too late across the system. When people are discharged to homes that do not meet their needs, their health deteriorates and demand on services increases. This means people are not getting the right support at the right time. Poor housing is also driving health inequalities, with people in worse housing more likely to have poorer health.

This is why RCOT says housing must be central to health and care systems.

Martha Hall, who lives with a physical disability and complex mental health challenges, was consulted for the report and toolkits. At one point, she was stuck in hospital over a year longer than needed while she was waiting for suitable accommodation. Repeated gaps in adaptations, accessibility and support harmed her wellbeing and things only started to improve when an occupational therapist assessed her needs in full. She now lives in a home that meets her needs, showing how better, joined‑up housing decisions can transform lives.

Martha said:
‘When I was facing homelessness, I felt like I was begging for the tiniest sliver of dignity throughout that entire process. Later, I was left in an unsafe property due to bureaucracy: Disabled Facilities Grants don’t cover temporary accommodation and no one would fund it. Now, I finally feel lucky to be in a home that meets my needs, as I know many people are inadequately housed. But I shouldn’t have to feel lucky. Accessible housing should be a given. Your home is meant to allow you to live your life to the best that you can, to open up the world to you, not close it down.’

The report, which is relevant to the whole of the UK, sets out how housing must be recognised and used as a core part of health and care. It calls on system leaders to act earlier, integrate housing into prevention and care pathways and ensure people get the right support at the right time. Without action, more people will experience avoidable harm and pressure on health and social care services will continue to grow. The report shows how occupational therapists are already reducing demand and improving outcomes across health and care systems.

When involved early, they:
prevent hospital admissions and readmissions
reduce falls and deterioration
support people to live safely and well at home.

They also play a critical role in connecting health, housing and social care. This expertise is not being used consistently across the system.

Lauren Walker, Professional Practice Manager at the Royal College of Occupational Therapists, said: 

‘Everyone lives somewhere, but housing is too often treated as an afterthought in health and care, meaning people are reaching the point of crisis before they get support.

‘Building Health into Homes sets out a different approach. It shows how the home can be used as a health intervention, not just something to react to later. We’ve developed practical resources for system leaders, services and occupational therapists to support earlier action and better joined-up working across health, housing and social care.

‘We need a shift from reacting to need to preventing it. That means recognising the home as central to people’s health and acting earlier to reduce avoidable demand on services.’

Lord Best, Co-Chair of the APPG on Housing and Care for Older People, said:
 
‘Occupational therapists bring together the three legs of the housing stool — housing, health and social care. This report shows how OTs embody the integration of these disciplines in a practical, day-to-day, person-based service. This adds a hugely important dimension to ensuring homes are healthy and individual needs are met appropriately.’

The report sets out four recommendations for politicians, policymakers and system leaders, calling on them to:
Strengthen system leadership across housing, health and care by embedding specialist expertise so housing is consistently treated as a core determinant of health.
Shift investment towards prevention and early intervention by acting earlier on housing‑related risks, keeping people safe and avoiding crisis responses, which cost more in the long run.
Build more accessible and adaptable housing and set baseline accessibility standards for all new‑build housing, ensuring homes are designed to support people throughout their lives and don’t need expensive adaptations later.
Build workforce capacity to deliver joined‑up, place‑based solutions by strengthening senior professional leadership and enabling occupational therapy practitioners to work across housing, health and care boundaries, so plans are joined up and delivered effectively.

For more information about Building Health into Homes or to read the full strategic report, visit: rcot.co.uk/health-into-homes 
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For more information, please contact:   
Samantha Bandak, RCOT Press and Media Lead, on 020 3141 4676 or samantha.bandak@rcot.co.uk  

 
Notes to editor: 
 
About Building Health into Homes
Building Health into Homes is a UK-wide set of reports led by the Royal College of Occupational Therapists (RCOT), developed with Foundations and supported by Closomat.

The reports aim to integrate the home environment into occupational therapy practice and wider health and care systems, recognising its role in prevention and health outcomes.

It includes:
Strategic report
For health and social care leaders. It sets out how the home environment can be used as a health intervention and outlines recommendations to support a shift from reactive to preventative care.
Operational tools
For service leads and managers across health, housing and social care. These provide practical approaches to implementing change and making better use of occupational therapy expertise.
Practitioner resources
For occupational therapists. These include tools and frameworks to support integrating housing into day-to-day practice and expanding work in this area.


The Royal College of Occupational Therapists (RCOT) is the professional body for occupational therapy. We’ve championed the profession and the people behind it for over 90 years; and today, we represent over 36,000 members across the UK. Then and now, we’re here to help achieve life-changing breakthroughs for our members, for the people they support and for society as a whole.  

We support and enable members to learn, research, teach, practise and continuously improve their knowledge and skills. We also work with healthcare commissioners, political leaders and others throughout society to position occupational therapy as a solution at the heart of health and social care. 

Occupational therapists see beyond diagnoses and limitations to hopes and aspirations. They look at relationships between the activities you do every day – your occupations – alongside your illness or disability and your environment to recommend adjustments. These are practical, realistic and personal to you, to help you achieve the breakthroughs you need to elevate your everyday life. 
 
www.rcot.co.uk  
   
Follow us on social media:  
Facebook: @theRCOT    
Instagram: @the.rcot 
LinkedIn: @thercot  
Bluesky: @thercot.bsky.social  
Threads: @the.rcot

Foundations is the national body for Home Improvement Agencies and handypersons services and DFG and is funded by the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government. It provides support to over 200 not-for-profit home improvement and handyperson service providers in England who cover more than 80% of local authority areas. Its core objectives are to: develop the capacity of the home improvement agency sector; represent the sector to government and other stakeholders; and maintain a database of Home Improvement Agency services for the general public. 

Home improvement and handyperson service providers are local organisations dedicated to helping older people, people with disabilities and vulnerable people to live in safety and with dignity in their own homes. Services are focused on ensuring existing housing is fit for purpose and vulnerable people, predominantly homeowners, are able to continue living independently as long as possible. www.foundations.uk.com  
 
Closomat is the UK's leading provider of wash and dry toilets and specialist accessible bathroom solutions. Founded in 1962, the family-owned company works with occupational therapists, local authorities, housing providers and healthcare professionals across the UK to support independent living and improve quality of life through accessible bathroom design.

For further information, visit: www.closomat.co.uk 
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