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The United States is facing a shortage of 
affordable rental housing. The shortage is 
most severe for households with extremely 

low incomes, defined as income at or below 
the poverty guideline or 30% of their area’s 
median income, whichever is higher. Even before 
COVID-19 sparked a public health and economic 
crisis, only 7.4 million affordable rental homes 
were available for the nation’s 10.8 million 
extremely low-income (ELI) renter households 
under the assumption that households should 
spend no more than 30% of their income on 
housing costs (unless otherwise noted, figures 
are based on 2019 American Community 
Survey Public Use Microdata Sample data). Not 
all 7.4 million homes, however, are available. 
Approximately 3.4 million are occupied by higher-
income households. As a result, approximately 
4 million rental homes are affordable and 

available for ELI renters, leaving a shortage of 
nearly 7 million. In other words, there are only 37 
affordable and available rental homes for every 
100 ELI renter households.

The pandemic made this crisis even more acute, 
as millions of low-income renters were put out 
of work and put at risk of eviction. According 
to the Census Bureau’s Housing Pulse Survey 
conducted in early October 2021, more than 16% 
of adult renters were behind on rent and more 
than one-quarter of adults with annual household 
incomes below $25,000 were behind. More than 
three million renter households behind on rent 
in October 2021 thought they were very likely 
or somewhat likely to be evicted in the next two 
months.

The severe shortage of affordable homes for 
the lowest-income renters is systemic, affecting 
every state and metropolitan area. Without 
public subsidy, the private market is unable to 
produce new rental housing affordable to these 
households because the rents that the lowest-
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Source: NLIHC tabulations of 2019 ACS PUMS data.
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income households can afford to pay typically do 
not cover the development costs and operating 
expenses of such housing. New private rental 
housing, therefore, is largely targeted to the 
higher-price end of the market and the lowest-
income renters must rely on older, private rental 
housing or subsidies. 

The private market, however, does not generate 
an adequate supply of older rental homes and 
subsidies are woefully inadequate. In strong 
markets, owners of older rental homes have an 
incentive to redevelop their properties to receive 
higher rents from higher-income households. In 
weak markets, owners of older rental homes have 
an incentive to abandon their rental properties 
or convert them to other uses when rental 
income is too low to cover basic operating costs 
and maintenance. Between 2000 and 2017, the 
number of rental homes renting for under $600 
fell by 2.4 million, and the share of low-cost 
homes in the national rental stock fell from 37% 

to 25% (Joint Center for Housing Studies; JCHS, 
2020: America’s Rental Housing 2020). Meanwhile, 
just one in four households eligible for federal 
housing assistance get the help they need (Center 
on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2017: Chart Book: 
Federal Housing Spending Is Poorly Matched to Need).

As a result of these challenges, 85% of ELI renter 
households spend more than 30% of their income 
on housing and 70% spend more than half of 
their income on housing, making them severely 
cost burdened. ELI households account for more 
cost burdened and severely cost burdened renter 
households than any other income group. The 
7.6 million severely cost burdened ELI renter 
households account for 72% of the 10.4 million 
severely cost burdened renter households in the 
U.S.

The most vulnerable ELI renters, such as people 
with disabilities relying on Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI) and minimum wage workers, 
typically face the greatest burdens. While the 

Source: Occupational wages from May 2020 Occupational Employment Statistics, BLS, adjusted to 2021 dollars. Housing wages based on HUD 
fair market rents. ©2021 National Low Income Housing Coalition

ELEVEN OF THE TWENTY LARGEST OCCUPATIONS IN THE 
UNITED STATES PAY LESS THAN THE HOUSING WAGE

One-Bedroom Housing Wage

Two-Bedroom Housing Wage

Food and Beverage Serving Workers

Information and Record Clerks

Other Office and Administrative Support Workers

Financial Clerks

Motor Vehicle Operators

Secretaries and Administrative Assistants

Retail Sales Workers

Cooks and Food Preparation Workers

Home Health and Personal Care Aides; and 
Nursing Assistants, Orderlies, and Psychiatric Aides

Building Cleaning and Pest Control Workers

Material Moving Workers

$24.90
$20.40

$20.22
$20.02

$19.51
$17.69

$17.41
$15.15

$13.99
$13.94

$13.35
$12.95

$11.87

https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/americas-rental-housing-2020
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/chart-book-federal-housing-spending-is-poorly-matched-to-need?fa=view&id=4067
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/chart-book-federal-housing-spending-is-poorly-matched-to-need?fa=view&id=4067
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Federal SSI benefit in 2021 was $794 per month, 
the average monthly rent for a modest one-
bedroom home was $1,061. For the 4.6 million 
people with disabilities whose sole source of 
income is SSI, such costs are unsustainable 
(Technical Assistance Collaborative, 2021: Priced 
Out). In only 218 counties out of more than 3,000 
counties nationwide can a full-time worker at 
minimum wage afford a modest one-bedroom 
apartment at the fair market rent (NLIHC, 2021: 
Out of Reach 2021: The High Cost of Housing). 

Low-wage employment often does not pay 
enough for workers to afford housing and other 
necessities. A person working full-time every 
week of the year needs to earn an hourly wage 
of $24.90 to afford a modest two-bedroom 
rental home without spending more than 30% 
of his or her income on housing, or $20.40 for a 
modest one-bedroom apartment. These wages 
are far higher than the federal minimum wage 
and higher than wages paid in many of the most 
common occupations in the country. 

Households with the lowest incomes face 
enormous barriers in obtaining affordable and 
accessible housing. Data show that they have 
the greatest housing needs relative to all other 
income groups and addressing their needs 
should be the highest national housing priority.

http://www.tacinc.org/knowledge-resources/priced-out-v2/
http://www.tacinc.org/knowledge-resources/priced-out-v2/
https://reports.nlihc.org/oor
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