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REBOUND IN RENTAL MARKETS 

After a cooldown early in the pandemic, rental housing 
markets heated up again in 2021. The Housing Vacancy 
Survey put the number of renter households at 44.0 
million in the third quarter of the year, an increase of 
about 870,000 households from the first quarter of 
2020. With this resurgence in demand, the overall rental 
vacancy rate dropped to just 5.8 percent—its lowest 
reading since the mid-1980s.

In the professionally managed apartment market, the 
number of renter households shot up by a record 4.8 
percent in the third quarter of 2021 from a year earlier. 
Conditions in the higher-quality segment tightened the 
most, with vacancy rates falling 4.2 percentage points 
from the last quarter of 2020, to 6.2 percent. Vacancy 
rates also declined by more than a percentage point 
year over year in both the moderate- and lower-quality 
segments, to the 3.7–4.0 percent range. As a result, ask-
ing rents for all professionally managed apartments 
spiked in the third quarter, led by a 13.8 percent jump 
for units in higher-quality buildings (Figure 1). 

Strong rental demand has kept the prices of apartment 
properties on the rise. Indeed, price appreciation was 

Rental housing demand came roaring back in the second year of the pandemic, reducing vacancy 
rates and driving up rents. Some of this rebound reflects the lack of inventory in the for-sale market, 
which has kept many higher-income renters from buying homes. At the same time, lower-income 
households that took the brunt of job losses during the lockdown still struggle to cover their rents. While 
unprecedented levels of federal assistance helped keep evictions down, the need for a permanent, fully 
funded housing safety net is more urgent than ever. A key element of that support must be to protect 
the existing stock against the threats from climate change. 
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at a record high of 16.8 percent in October 2021, push-
ing capitalization rates down to just 4.1 percent in the 
third quarter. Despite soaring prices, favorable interest 
rates and ready access to capital helped to lift rental 
property acquisitions from early-pandemic lows. 
Indeed, multifamily mortgage originations surged in 
the third quarter, increasing by a record 105 percent.  

The ownership of rental properties continues to 
shift from individuals to business entities. According 
to the latest Rental Housing Finance Survey, the 
share of rental properties owned by non-individual 
investors rose 8 percentage points from 2001 to 2018, 
to 26 percent. This trend may well have continued 
through the third quarter of 2021, when investor 
purchases of homes—many of which are ultimate-
ly converted to rentals—hit their highest level in 
two decades. Fully 74 percent of those purchases 
were single-family homes, a record-high share that 

Disproportionately large shares of Black and Hispanic 
renter households have also had difficulty keeping 
up with their housing payments. Nearly a quarter of 
Black renters were behind on rent in the third quarter, 
as well as 19 percent of Hispanic renters. The share of 
Asian renter households in arrears was slightly lower 
at 18 percent, while the share of white renter house-
holds was half that, at 9 percent. This disparity reflects 
long-term discrimination in labor markets that has 
consigned many households of color to low-wage jobs 
in the service industry—the sector that suffered the 
most drastic job cuts over the past two years.

The pandemic’s financial impacts may extend well 
beyond missed rent payments. A recent Joint Center 
for Housing Studies analysis found that more than two-
thirds of renters that had lost employment income had 
used multiple resources to cover their living expenses, 
including drawing down savings, increasing their cred-
it card debt, and borrowing from friends and family. 
Many also spent their economic impact payments and 
increased unemployment insurance benefits on rent 
and other basic needs. Even households that ultimate-
ly fell behind on rent reported that they had borrowed 
from friends and family, potentially widening the pan-
demic’s spillover effects not only to landlords but also 
to the broader community.

EFFORTS TO STABILIZE RENTERS

Keeping renters in their homes has been a priority since 
early in the pandemic. The CARES Act moratorium on 
evictions, targeted to renters living in properties with 
federally backed mortgages, was put in place in March 
2020 (Figure 2). After that moratorium expired in July, 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
issued back-to-back holds on evictions in September 
2020 and August 2021. The first CDC order extended 
to renters that met certain income requirements and 
attested to hardship, while the second was restricted to 
areas with high COVID transmission but still covered 
about 90 percent of renters.

At the same time, the federal government quickly 
expanded unemployment insurance benefits and 
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indicates growing investor interest in single-family 
rental properties.

COVID’S LINGERING FINANCIAL IMPACTS 

While most tenants managed to keep up to date on rent 
throughout the pandemic, some 15 percent of renter 
households were in arrears in the third quarter of 2021. 
At the same time, nearly a quarter of renter households 
reported that they had lost employment income in the 
previous four weeks. 

Lower-income renters were especially hard hit by income 
losses and likely to fall behind on rent. Fully 23 percent 
of households with incomes below $25,000, along with 
15 percent of those with incomes between $25,000 and 
$50,000, were behind on their payments in the third 
quarter of 2021. By comparison, just 5 percent of house-
holds making more than $75,000 owed back rent.
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issued economic impact payments, providing much- 
needed cash directly to households. Student loan defer-
rals, monthly child tax credit payments, and increased 
Supplemen-tal Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
benefits also helped renter households weather the 
massive job layoffs.

But even with these income supports, millions of rent-
ers were unable to pay for their housing. Two subse-
quent bills passed in late 2020 and early 2021 provided 
Emergency Rental Assistance (ERA) to help households 
pay back-rent and cover their current housing and util-
ity bills, ensuring their housing security while also stabi-
lizing property owners’ incomes. 

However, getting these funds into the hands of eligible 
renters posed significant challenges for state and local 
governments, many of which had to create assistance 
programs from scratch. In addition, the initial require-
ments for documenting hardship and income losses 
were burdensome to renters, and many households 
were either unaware of the assistance available or 
unsure of their eligibility. As a result, just 1 percent 
of funds from the first ERA allocation were spent in 
the first three months of the program. By the end of 
October 2021, however, the share of ERA1 funds dis-
bursed was up to 49 percent, with support reaching just 
over 2.5 million households. 

All of these measures have provided a backstop for 
many renter households that could well have lost their 
housing. Indeed, the Eviction Lab reports that eviction 
filings declined sharply at the beginning of the pandem-
ic and remained 40 percent below historical averages in 
November 2021. While filings rose after the second CDC 
moratorium ended, the increase through the fall was 
smaller than expected. This suggests that some combi-
nation of emergency rental assistance, income supports, 
and landlord flexibility has forestalled evictions.

ONGOING AFFORDABILITY CHALLENGES

Despite a strong economy, the share of renter house-
holds with cost burdens fell only marginally in the years 
leading up to the pandemic. In 2019, some 46 percent of 
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renters were at least moderately cost burdened (spend-
ing more than 30 percent of income for rent and utili-
ties), including 24 percent with severe burdens (spend-
ing more than half of income for housing). Although 
down from the peak of 51 percent in 2011, the overall 
share of cost-burdened renters was still nearly 6 per-
centage points higher in 2019 than in 2001.  

The number of cost-burdened renter households also 
remained elevated in 2019, at 20.4 million—an increase 
of 38 percent from 2001. Still, there were 883,000 fewer 
households with cost burdens in 2019 than at the 
peak in 2014. All of this recent improvement reflects 
a decline in the number of cost-burdened households 
with incomes under $30,000.

Even so, lower-income renters still accounted for 62 
percent of at least moderately cost-burdened house-
holds and 86 percent of severely burdened households. 

Indeed, the cost-burdened share of renters earning 
under $30,000 has consistently held above 75 percent 
since 2001 (Figure 3). Half of these lower-income renters 
with cost burdens are households with older adults or 
with children. 

Dedicating a large share of income to rent and utilities 
leaves little left for other necessities, including food 
and healthcare. In 2019, the median renter household 
had $2,400 each month to cover expenses other than 
housing. But cost-burdened households with incomes 
below $30,000 had just $360 to spend each month, an 
amount that would not cover basic needs in even the 
most affordable areas of the country.

COMPETITION FROM HIGHER-INCOME RENTERS 

Higher-income households have increasingly turned 
to the rental market in recent years, driving nearly 70 

percent of total renter household growth between 
2009 and 2019. The number of renters making at least 
$75,000 jumped by 48 percent over the decade, to 11.3 
million (Figure 4). With this increase, the share of 
renter households in this income group rose from 20 
percent to 26 percent. 

At least part of the growing popularity of renting 
among higher-income households is due to tight 
conditions in the for-sale market. Skyrocketing home 
prices and low inventories have put homeownership 
out of reach for many would-be buyers. According to 
Zillow, typical home values were climbing at an 18.9 
percent annual rate in September 2021, up from 5.7 
percent the year before. Rising rents have also made 
it difficult for potential buyers to save for a downpay-
ment on a home. 

And given the growing number of amenity-rich 
rental units in desirable locations, some higher-
income households simply prefer to rent. With new 
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rental construction heavily concentrated in the core 
counties of major metropolitan areas in 2010–2019, 
the number of urban renter households was up by 
1.4 million over the decade. At the same time, the 
increasing availability of rental options outside of 
central cities—in particular, single-family homes 
that provide more space for families—also spurred 
a 3.6 million increase in renter households in subur-
ban and small metro locations.

But many households rent their housing out of neces-
sity rather than choice. Fully 36 percent of all renter 
households make less than $30,000 a year. After centu-
ries of discrimination in education and labor markets, 
nearly half of Black renters have such low incomes. The 
shares of Hispanic (34 percent), white (33 percent), and 
Asian (28 percent) renter households earning less than 
$30,000 are smaller but still substantial.

While the growing presence of higher-income house-
holds in the rental market has propped up demand in 
recent years, it has also fueled competition with mod-
erate- and lower-income households for housing, espe-
cially in supply-constrained areas. In turn, this compe-
tition has driven up rents and ultimately contributed 
to the shortage of 1.5 million rental units that are both 
affordable and available to households making up to 80 
percent of the area median income (HUD’s definition of 
low income). For households at the bottom end of the 
income scale, the shortage of affordable and available 
homes is fully 6.8 million units.

SHIFT TO LARGER MULTIFAMILY BUILDINGS 

Strong demand from higher-income households has 
given a lift to rental construction. Through November 
2021, multifamily housing starts reached a three-
decade high of 466,000 units at a seasonally adjusted 
annual rate, far exceeding the 350,000 unit annual 
pace averaged from 2014 to 2020 (Figure 5). In addition, 
more than 375,000 multifamily units were completed 
in 2020, the highest number since the 1980s. And with 
nearly 650,000 units under construction, the pipeline of 
new apartments coming on the market should remain 
robust for some time.

FIGURE ES-5
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Production of multifamily units is increasingly con-
centrated in larger buildings. Three-quarters of rent-
als completed in 2020 were in buildings with at least 
20 apartments, including about half in buildings 
with at least 50 apartments. Meanwhile, single-family 
homes make up a small but growing share of newly 
completed rentals, up from 10 percent in 2014 to 13 
percent in 2020. 

Between the jump in multifamily construction and 
losses of smaller rental properties, the composition of 
the rental stock continued to shift toward units in larg-
er buildings in 2014–2019. The number of rental apart-
ments in structures with at least 20 units increased 
by 1.7 million over this period, lifting their share of all 
rentals from 20 percent to 23 percent. Although the 
number of apartments in buildings with 5–19 units 
increased by just 110,000, units in these mid-sized prop-
erties also accounted for 23 percent of the stock. At 
the same time, the number of apartments in buildings 
with 2–4 units was down by 270,000 units, reducing the 
share to only 17 percent. Although single-family rent-
als also fell by some 770,000 units, they still made up 
about a third of the rental stock in 2019. 

CONSTRAINTS ON NEW SUPPLY

Rental housing is highly concentrated in just a few 
neighborhoods and is essentially absent in others, lim-
iting the places where renters can live. Indeed, rental 
units make up less than 20 percent of the housing 
stock in nearly a third of the nation’s census tracts. 

Single-family only zoning and other density restric-
tions block the development of multifamily housing in 
many communities, thereby excluding renter house-
holds from those neighborhoods. Given that people of 
color are more likely to have lower incomes and to rent 
rather than own their homes, the geographic concen-
tration of rental housing helps to perpetuate patterns 
of racial and socioeconomic segregation. 

The supply of low-cost units is constrained by these 
same regulatory barriers, as well as by the rising costs 
of construction that push developers to build for the 

upper end of the market. Materials and labor costs 
more than doubled from 2001 to 2019, and were up 9 
percent year over year in July 2021 alone. Land prices 
also climbed 16 percent year over year in the second 
quarter of 2021, while the employment cost index for 
private industry construction workers rose 3 percent. 

In consequence, the median asking rent for newly 
completed apartments jumped from $1,604 in the 
first quarter of 2020 to $1,715 a year later. Such 
high rents put newly built units out of reach for 
many moderate- and lower-income households. At 
the same time, the stock of low-cost rentals is shrink-
ing amid rising rents, tenure conversions, and losses 
to disrepair. Indeed, the number of units renting for 
less than $600 fell by 3.9 million between 2011 and 
2019, reducing their share of the rental stock from 32 
percent to just 22 percent.  

REINVESTMENT NEEDS OF THE AGING STOCK

With rental demand soaring, property owners boosted 
total nominal spending on improvements and main-
tenance from $43 billion in 2009 to $79 billion in 2019. 
Much of the increase was for major upgrades such as 
remodels, additions, and structural alterations, more 
than doubling improvement outlays to $57 billion. In 
contrast, spending on basic maintenance and repair 
projects rose by just $1 billion over the decade, to $22 bil-
lion in 2019. Landlord surveys in 2020 and 2021 suggest 
that some owners have deferred maintenance spending 
since the pandemic began.

But much more investment is essential to preserve 
the aging rental stock, particularly units at risk of 
loss to either weather-related events or disrepair. As 
it is, some 17.6 million occupied rentals—40 percent of 
the nation’s supply—are located in areas with at least 
moderate risk of annual losses from natural hazards. 
More than a fifth (4 million) of the units under threat 
have rents under $600. Much of the subsidized stock 
is also located in high-risk areas, including 1.2 million 
units supported by the Low-Income Housing Tax 
Credit program, 700,000 project-based HUD units, and 
200,000 USDA multifamily units. 
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A related priority is the need to reduce rental hous-
ing’s carbon footprint. The residential sector accounts 
for approximately a fifth of the nation’s greenhouse 
gas emissions. Although consuming less energy than 
owner-occupied homes, rental properties contribute 
significantly to this footprint. Along with providing 
environmental benefits, investing in energy efficiency 
retrofits would enhance rental housing quality while 
reducing utility costs for tenants. 

Another urgent need is to modify rental housing to 
accommodate the aging population. The number of 
renter households headed by a person age 65 and over 
has already climbed to 7.2 million and will continue 
to rise over the next two decades. Households in this 
age group often have mobility problems and other dis-
abilities that limit their ability to navigate or fully use 

their homes. Indeed, 12 percent of renters aged 65–79 
and 23 percent of renters age 80 and over reported hav-
ing such housing challenges in 2019, underscoring the 
widespread need for basic accessibility features such as 
walk-in showers and lever-style handles.

REINFORCING THE HOUSING SAFETY NET 

The pandemic has highlighted the importance of stable 
and affordable housing as the foundation for health 
and well-being. And for the 4.6 million renters fortunate 
enough to receive assistance, HUD subsidies provide 
access to such a lifeline. Assisted households have an 
average income of just $15,000 and primarily consist of 
older adults, families with children, and people with dis-
abilities (Figure 6). HUD assistance brings the average 
rent down to $355 a month and substantially reduces the 
incidence of cost burdens among recipients. 

Among HUD’s programs, Housing Choice Vouchers 
are a key demand-side support. Vouchers make pri-
vate-market rentals affordable to 2.3 million very low-
income renters and provide recipients some choice in 
where they live. These portable, tenant-based subsidies 
provide households the flexibility to move to meet 
changing circumstances and are typically more cost 
effective than new construction. The program can also 
ramp up quickly. However, the effectiveness of this 
system depends on both the willingness of landlords 
to accept vouchers and on the availability of suitable 
housing for the voucher holder.  

Supply-side measures include public housing and proj-
ect-based Section 8 units, as well as the Low-Income 
Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program. Although woe-
fully underfunded since its inception and facing a huge 
backlog of maintenance needs, public housing still pro-
vides 958,000 units that primarily serve renters with 
incomes below 50 percent of the area median. Since 
2012, the Rental Assistance Demonstration (RAD) pro-
gram has addressed some of public housing’s financing 
needs by allowing owners to convert to longer-term, 
more stable Section 8 contracts. These conversions 
have boosted the project-based Section 8 stock to 1.3 
million units.
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The LIHTC program promotes the production and 
preservation of good-quality, affordable rental hous-
ing. This program provides tax credits for investors 
that finance affordable housing developments and 
has supported more than 2.5 million low-income units 
since its inception in 1986. However, many LIHTC units 
are now approaching the end of their affordability 
periods and could be lost from the subsidized stock. 
The dwindling supply of USDA-subsidized multifam-
ily housing in rural areas is also nearing the end of its 
affordability period.

Although on a smaller scale, state and local govern-
ments have found ways to fund affordable housing 
development. The National Council of State Housing 
Agencies estimates that state multifamily housing 
bonds supported about 46,000 affordable rental units 
in 2019, and housing trust funds raise more than $2.5 
billion each year to meet affordable housing needs. For 
their part, some local governments with strong and 
tourism-based economies are now looking to finance 
affordable housing through sales tax increases, while 
others are using funds from the American Rescue Plan 
Act to jumpstart housing projects.

But the challenge is enormous. Some 13.3 million 
households currently eligible for housing assistance 
are on their own to find housing they can afford on the 
private market. Making rental assistance an entitle-
ment program, expanding both demand- and supply-
side subsidy programs, and encouraging innovation 
in affordable housing construction and finance are all 
essential to meeting this challenge.  

THE OUTLOOK

Conditions in the rental market are increasingly polar-
ized, reinforcing the stark divide between higher- and 
lower-income households. While renters with financial 
resources can choose from a variety of rental options 
in desirable locations, millions of cash-strapped house-
holds struggle simply to find housing anywhere they 
can afford. In addition, many of the renters that were 
cost burdened before the pandemic have fallen behind 
on rent and now face the possibility of eviction.

The financial disruptions from the COVID-19 pandemic 
may continue to fuel the rental affordability crisis. 
Although record-high increases in rents and occupancy 
rates are likely to ease as rental markets adjust to these 
shocks, the constrained supply of homes for sale and 
the increasing attractiveness of renting may keep many 
higher-income households from making the move to 
homeownership. These market conditions would fur-
ther limit the rental options for lower-income house-
holds, while rising rents would put homeownership 
further out of reach for those saving for downpayments. 

This is a pivotal moment for national housing policy. The 
pandemic has brought the long-simmering rental afford-
ability crisis to the fore, and the current administration 
supports large-scale investments in both new and exist-
ing rental housing, as well as in subsidy programs. By 
creating a comprehensive, well-funded housing safety 
net, the nation has the opportunity to pull millions of 
households out of poverty, address longstanding inequi-
ties in housing delivery, and ensure that every house-
hold has access to a decent and affordable home.
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2   |   R E N T E R  H O U S E H O L D S 

SURGE IN RENTER HOUSEHOLD GROWTH 

Despite the ongoing pandemic, renter household 
growth was on the upswing between the first quarter 
of 2020 and the third quarter of 2021. According to the 
latest Housing Vacancy Survey, the number of renter 
households climbed by more than 870,000 over this 
period, to a total of 44 million. 

Echoing this surge, RealPage data show a record-high 
jump in demand for professionally managed apart-
ments. On net, the number of occupied units was 
up by 611,000 year over year in the third quarter of 
2021—the largest increase in data going back to the 
1990s. The growth in occupied apartments outran 
new rental completions by nearly 250,000 units, 
pushing occupancy rates to record highs as well 
(Figure 7). 

The pickup in growth since 2020 is especially remark-
able given that the number of renter households had 
remained at roughly 43 million for the previous four 
years despite a downward drift in rentership rates. 
Indeed, the share of households that rented their hous-
ing peaked at 37.1 percent in the second quarter of 2016, 
then dipped in the first quarter of 2020 to 34.7 percent. 

Renter household growth picked up pace in 2021 as the economy continued to reopen. This 
acceleration was driven in part by the growing number of younger adults forming new households 
and entering the rental market for the first time. Meanwhile, higher-income and older households 
have increasingly turned to rental housing, whether from choice or necessity given the high prices and 
limited availability of homes for sale. Although the nation’s renters reflect the diversity of the country as 
a whole, renting remains the predominant—and sometimes only—housing option for people with low 
incomes and households of color. 
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Rentership rates have been stable since then, holding 
at 34.6 percent in the third quarter of 2021.     

Several factors help to explain the resurgence in renter 
household growth. First and foremost, the number of 
younger adults forming new households increased in 
late 2020 and early 2021. Although household headship 
rates among adults under age 35 were already on the 
rise, the pandemic prevented many would-be renters 
from living on their own. This pent-up demand added 
to the already sizable increase in household forma-
tions that would normally be expected from the large 
number of younger adults entering the rental market 
in 2021. According to Current Population Survey data, 
household headship rates for adults under age 35 who 
were not currently enrolled in school in mid-2021 were 
roughly back to levels in mid-2019, reversing all the 
declines at the height of the lockdowns.  

Meanwhile, a series of federal interventions helped to 
keep financially strapped renters in their homes, includ-
ing households that fell behind on rent. By Eviction 
Lab’s estimates, these measures spared roughly 1.6 mil-

lion renter households from eviction in 2020. In addition, 
record-high home price appreciation and record-low 
inventories of homes for sale prevented many rent-
ers from buying homes. Indeed, Fannie Mae’s National 
Housing Survey indicates that the share of respondents 
who thought it was a good time to buy dropped from 61 
percent in June 2020 to just 28 percent in July 2021, while 
the share thinking it a bad time to buy increased from 27 
percent to 66 percent. Consequently, the share of renter 
households renewing their leases hit record highs in 
April 2020 and again in September 2021. 

DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS DRIVING UP DEMAND

Several long-term trends have contributed to the runup 
in rental housing demand. First, members of the huge 
millennial generation are moving through their 20s and 
30s, the ages when renting is most common. The impact 
of the millennials on demand built through the 2010s to 
a high in 2020 when peak numbers of this generation 
reached 29 years old—the age when household head-
ship rates also peak (Figure 8). In addition, household 
formation rates among younger adults had already 
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been increasing, thanks to the strong economy and ris-
ing incomes prior to the pandemic. 

Second, the number of older renters is growing rapidly 
as the baby-boom generation ages into their 60s and 
70s. Over the decade from 2009 to 2019, the total num-
ber of renter households was up 14 percent, but the 
number headed by a person age 65 and over jumped by 
43 percent. Most of this growth reflects the 37 percent 
increase in households in that age group, although 
their rentership rate edged up slightly as well. Over the 
next two decades, the baby boomers will move more 
fully into the 75-and-over age group, the time of life 
when rentership rates typically rise, accelerating the 
growth in older renters. 

Third, rentership rates for younger and middle-aged 
households rose sharply in 2009–2019, likely signaling 
delayed transitions to homeownership. The share of 
households aged 25–34 that rent their housing climbed 
by 4.1 percentage points over the decade, and the 
increase for households aged 35–44 was even larger at 
5.2 percentage points. Rentership rates for households 
aged 45–54 and 55–64 also rose by 4.1 and 3.7 percentage 
points, respectively, in 2009–2019. These elevated rent-
ership rates added millions of households to the ranks 
of renters over the decade.

Fourth, the growing popularity of renting among older 
households has contributed to increases in both the 
number and share of higher-income renters. The num-
ber of renter households earning at least $75,000 grew 
by 3.7 million between 2009 and 2019, accounting for 
almost 70 percent of renter household growth over the 
decade. As a result, the share of higher-income renters 
increased from 20 percent to 26 percent, shifting the 
income distribution of renter households upward.  

And finally, the increasing diversity of US house-
holds is another trend that has lifted demand for 
rental housing. According to American Community 
Survey data, people of color drove 91 percent of total 
household growth between 2009 and 2019, and fully 
85 percent of renter household growth in that period. 
Up until recently, immigrants also added to the diver-

sity of renter households, forming about 215,000 new 
renter households on average each year in 2009–2016 
and accounting for nearly a third of the net increase 
in renters over this period. However, the sharp slow-
down in immigration after 2016 was a significant drag 
on renter household growth in the last three years of 
the decade.

PROFILE OF RENTER HOUSEHOLDS

The nation’s 44 million renters—more than a third of 
all US households—are a diverse group that includes 
people of all ages, races/ethnicities, incomes, and fam-
ily types. Still, the characteristics of renter households 
differ from those of homeowner households in several 
ways that generally reflect the changing role that rent-
ing plays over the lifecycle. 

For most younger households starting out in their 
careers, renting offers a variety of benefits—flexibility, 
relatively low costs of entry, and limited responsibility 
for maintenance—that homeownership does not. As 
a result, renters are considerably younger on average 
than homeowners, with a median age of 42 compared 
with 57. An adult under age 35 thus heads one out of 
every three renter households, but only one out of ten 
homeowner households. Conversely, households head-
ed by someone age 65 and over account for only one in 
six renters, but one in three homeowners. 

Rentership rates decrease with age as housing needs 
change, with the steepest declines among the younger 
age groups. In 2019, renters made up roughly 85 per-
cent of households with heads under age 25, about 61 
percent of households with heads aged 25–34, and 42 
percent of households with heads aged 35–44. Rates 
then drop more gradually, falling from 31 percent of 
households in their late 40s and early 50s to about 25 
percent of households in their late 50s and early 60s, 
and bottom out at roughly 21 percent of households in 
their late 60s and 70s. In their later years, households 
often need the conveniences and supportive services 
rental housing may provide, increasing rentership 
rates among households age 75 and over to just over 
23 percent. 
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Meanwhile, renter households are typically smaller 
and more likely to include unrelated individuals than 
homeowner households. Single persons, single-parent 
families, and nonfamily households make up about 
two-thirds of households that rent, but less than a third 
of households that are homeowners (Figure 9). This is 
because large shares of single-person (48 percent), sin-
gle-parent (63 percent), and nonfamily households (60 
percent) live in rental properties, while fully 80 percent 
of married-couple households own their homes.

In addition, the share of renter households headed by 
a person of color (48 percent) is almost twice that of 
homeowner households (25 percent). High rentership 
rates among households of color reflect longstand-
ing disparities in access to homeownership, including 
discriminatory lending, legal, and real estate practices. 

As a result, some 58 percent of Black households rented 
their housing in 2019, along with 52 percent of Hispanic 
households, 43 percent of American Indian or Alaskan 
Native households, and 39 percent of Asian households. 
The rentership rate for white households is far lower 
at just 28 percent. Although households of color are 
younger on average than white households, large dis-
parities in rentership rates also exist within age groups. 

Finally, renter households are much more likely than 
homeowners to live in the central cities of metro areas, 
where rental housing is generally more plentiful. A 
Joint Center for Housing Studies analysis of tract-level 
data from the 2019 American Community Survey found 
that renters made up 52 percent of households in urban 
neighborhoods, 30 percent in suburban neighborhoods, 
and 29 percent in non-metro neighborhoods. In the 
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nation’s 50 largest metros, rentership rates were gener-
ally higher in areas with especially high home prices, 
reaching 52 percent in Los Angeles. 

FRAGILE FINANCES OF LOWER-INCOME RENTERS

Despite the recent influx of higher-income households 
into the rental market, the median income for all renter 
households was just $42,000 in 2019—little more than 
half the $81,000 median for homeowners. This disparity 
reflects the fact that fully 61 percent of all renter house-
holds meet HUD’s definition of low income (earning no 
more than 80 percent of the adjusted area median). In 
dollar terms, more than a third (36 percent) of renters 
earned less than $30,000 in 2019, including 18 percent 
with incomes under $15,000. In contrast, just 15 percent 
of homeowner households made under $30,000, while 
just 6 percent made under $15,000.  

In addition to having lower incomes than homeowners, 
renters have far less wealth to tap in times of unem-
ployment. In 2019, the median net wealth for all renter 
households was $6,300. This includes cash savings of 
$1,400, or barely more than the median monthly gross 
rent of $1,100. Homeowners, in contrast, had median 
cash savings of $10,100 and non-housing wealth of 
$98,500. Meanwhile, renters earning less than $30,000 
a year were already in precarious circumstances even 
before the pandemic hit, with just $1,700 in net wealth 
and $320 in cash savings—less than half the median 
gross rent of $810 paid by this income group. 

Although lower-income renters are equally diverse, 
they do differ in certain respects from other rent-
er households. In particular, renter households with 
incomes below $30,000 are much more likely to be 
headed by an older adult. Some 26 percent of these 
lower-income renters have household heads age 65 and 
over, compared with 11 percent of renters with incomes 
above $30,000. This share is nearly equal to the share 
of all households that are age 65 and over (27 percent).  

In addition, lower-income renter households are often 
headed by a single person or single parent, reflecting 

the financial impacts of having only one earner in the 
household. Single-person households make up more 
than half (56 percent) of renters with incomes below 
$30,000 per year, twice the 28 percent share among 
higher-income renter households. Single-parent fami-
lies also make up 18 percent of lower-income renters, 
compared with 13 percent of renters with higher 
incomes. At the same time, married couples account 
for just 12 percent of lower-income renters, but 34 per-
cent of renters with incomes over $30,000.

Finally, households of color are overrepresented in 
the lowest income groups (Figure  10). Black house-
holds make up only 12 percent of all households, but 
27 percent of renters earning less than $15,000 and 25 
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percent of those earning less than $30,000. Hispanic 
households also account for 19 percent of renter 
households making less than $30,000, but only 14 
percent of households overall. Although white house-
holds make up almost half of lower-income renters, 
this share is actually low relative to their 67 percent 
share of all households. In contrast, the share of 
Asian households with lower incomes is comparable 
to their share of all households.

With few affordable housing options to choose from, 
lower-income renters typically live in high-poverty 
neighborhoods (poverty rate of 20 percent or high-
er). Indeed, nearly half (47 percent) of renters with 
incomes under $25,000 live in high-poverty tracts, 
along with a third (34 percent) of renter households 
earning $25,000–49,999. 

As such, high-poverty neighborhoods are often pre-
dominantly high-rental areas. In 2019, more than half 
of all households in the typical high-poverty tract were 
renters (55 percent). In low-poverty tracts (poverty 
rates under 20 percent), however, the median renter-
ship rate was only 35 percent.

within the previous year declined from 19.8 percent in 
2019 to 18.0 percent in 2020 and set a new low of 16.8 
percent in 2021. By comparison, the mobility rate for 
renter households two decades earlier was 29.5 percent 
(Figure 11). 

RealPage data show two distinct slowdowns in renter 
mobility during the pandemic. The first was in early 
2020, when the lockdowns and uncertainty pushed 
lease renewal rates to a new high. Then in mid-2021, 
just as demand began to return, record-high home 
price appreciation and record-low for-sale inventories 
prevented some would-be buyers from leaving their 
rental housing. In addition, soaring rents and tight 
conditions gave current tenants a strong financial 
incentive to stay where they were. Indeed, RealPage 
found that rents for units leased to new tenants rose 
significantly more than the rents for tenants that 
renewed their leases. As a result, lease renewal rates 
set new records again in September 2021.

The continued ability to work remotely may further 
dampen renter mobility rates. Companies increasingly 
allow their employees to work from home, enabling 
more new hires to take jobs in different cities without 
having to relocate. Confirming this trend, the recent 
Survey of Consumer Expectations indicates that the 
share of renters expecting to move within the next 
year notched down in both 2020 and 2021. 

THE OUTLOOK

In the near term, market indicators suggest that 
demand for rental housing continues to grow rapidly 
despite historically high rent growth and occupancy 
rates. Demographic trends also appear favorable to 

The legacy of structural racism is clear from the dis-
proportionate shares of households of color that live 
in high-poverty neighborhoods. Regardless of income, 
some 51 percent of Black renter households, 45 percent 
of Native American renter households, and 44 percent 
of Hispanic renter households lived in neighborhoods 
with at least 20 percent poverty in 2019. The shares of 
Asian and white renter households were far lower at 
just 22 and 25 percent, respectively.  

SLOWDOWN IN RENTER HOUSEHOLD MOBILITY 

Renter household growth was largely concentrated in 
the suburbs of major metro areas in the 2000s and early 
2010s, but then shifted to central city neighborhoods in 
2016–2019. But with the onset of the pandemic in 2020, 
growth swung back toward the suburbs as some urban 
households sought more living space to accommodate 
the need to work and educate children at home. 

Still, most renters stayed put and the net impact of the 
pandemic on renter household mobility appears to be 
negative. According to the Current Population Survey, 
the share of renter households that changed residences 
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within the previous year declined from 19.8 percent in 
2019 to 18.0 percent in 2020 and set a new low of 16.8 
percent in 2021. By comparison, the mobility rate for 
renter households two decades earlier was 29.5 percent 
(Figure 11). 

RealPage data show two distinct slowdowns in renter 
mobility during the pandemic. The first was in early 
2020, when the lockdowns and uncertainty pushed 
lease renewal rates to a new high. Then in mid-2021, 
just as demand began to return, record-high home 
price appreciation and record-low for-sale inventories 
prevented some would-be buyers from leaving their 
rental housing. In addition, soaring rents and tight 
conditions gave current tenants a strong financial 
incentive to stay where they were. Indeed, RealPage 
found that rents for units leased to new tenants rose 
significantly more than the rents for tenants that 
renewed their leases. As a result, lease renewal rates 
set new records again in September 2021.

The continued ability to work remotely may further 
dampen renter mobility rates. Companies increasingly 
allow their employees to work from home, enabling 
more new hires to take jobs in different cities without 
having to relocate. Confirming this trend, the recent 
Survey of Consumer Expectations indicates that the 
share of renters expecting to move within the next 
year notched down in both 2020 and 2021. 

THE OUTLOOK

In the near term, market indicators suggest that 
demand for rental housing continues to grow rapidly 
despite historically high rent growth and occupancy 
rates. Demographic trends also appear favorable to 

sustained renter household growth. Even though the 
millennials are aging out of their peak rental years, 
they continue to rent at higher rates than previous 
generations. In addition, they are being  followed by 
a generation that is nearly as large and even more 
diverse, suggesting that their rentership rates will also 
be high. Meanwhile, the number of older renter house-
holds remains on the rise. Indeed, with the oldest baby 
boomers now at the age when  rentership rates again 
increase, the growth in older renters is set to maintain 
its rapid pace.

In the longer term, however, the current slowdowns in 
both native population growth and immigration could 
limit renter household growth. At last count in 2020, the 
annual rate of US population growth was lower than at 
any time in the last 100 years and slowing far more 
quickly than projected. Immigration also plummeted 
after 2016. Indeed, immigration would have to pick up 
considerably to approach even the 500,000–600,000 
annual levels projected in the Census Bureau’s lowest-
immigration scenario. Without a significant rebound 
in immigration, a major source of renter household 
growth will be largely lost.

Affordability of both for-rent and for-sale housing will 
also be a significant factor. The current combination of 
high home prices and low inventories is making home-
ownership less accessible, pushing up rentership rates 
among older and higher-income households. At the 
same time, the influx of higher-income households into 
the rental market is driving up rents, potentially reduc-
ing the ability of younger and lower-income adults to 
form renter households. The question now is whether 
there will be a sufficient supply of affordable and avail-
able housing to prevent this outcome.
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3   |   R E N TA L H O U S I N G  S TO C K

ONGOING SHIFT TO LARGER BUILDINGS

In the years leading up to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
most of the growth in the rental housing stock came 
from the construction of larger multifamily buildings. 
Between 2014 and 2019, the total rental supply increased 
by 650,000 units, to 47.4 million. This growth was driven 
almost entirely by the net addition of 1.7 million units 
in buildings with at least 20 apartments, to a total of 11.0 
million (Figure 12). The number of units in mid-sized 
multifamily buildings with 5–19 apartments rose by 
only 110,000, but to a similar total of 10.9 million.

Meanwhile, the supply of units in smaller rental build-
ings declined. The number of single-family rentals 
dropped the most, down by some 770,000 units in 
2014–2019, to 15.3 million. Rentals in multifamily build-
ings with 2–4 units also fell by 270,000 units, to 8.2 mil-
lion, while the number of manufactured rental housing 
units decreased by 90,000 units, to just 2.1 million. 

The shift in the US rental stock away from smaller prop-
erties primarily reflects the robust new construction 
of larger buildings. According to the Census Bureau’s 
New Residential Construction data, multifamily units 
accounted for about 89 percent of all completions 
intended for the rental market between 2014 and 2019. 

The nation’s rental stock continues to shift toward larger multifamily buildings. The recent spate of 
conversions of single-family rentals to owner occupancy has also helped to fuel this trend. At the same 
time, longstanding restrictions on multifamily construction in communities across the country have left 
renters with few housing options in many neighborhoods. Despite the rapid pace of new construction, 
the rental stock is aging and in need of investment to ensure it is structurally sound, accessible to the 
growing number of older adults, and fortified against climate-related risks.

PHOTO FOR POSITION  
ONLY



21
Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University 17

The annual number of newly completed multifamily 
units for rent jumped from 252,000 to 321,000 over this 
period, totaling more than 1.8 million. Over 1.5 million of 
these completed apartments were in buildings with 20 
or more units. 

Completions of single-family rentals also increased, 
although not enough to offset conversions to owner 
occupancy. Between 2014 and 2019, annual completions 
of single-family homes built for the rental market 
almost doubled from 28,000 to 52,000 units, adding a 
total of 227,000 units over this period. As a result, the 
single-family share of for-rent housing completions 
moved up from 10 percent to 12 percent. At the same 
time, however, soaring demand for homeownership 
and the scarcity of homes for sale led to a jump in 
conversions of existing single-family rentals to owner 
occupancy. Indeed, American Housing Survey data 
indicate that 16 percent of single-family homes (2.0 
million units) that had been rented in 2017 were owner 
occupied in 2019. 

The pandemic may have accelerated the shift in the 
stock toward larger rental properties. In late 2020, the 
supply of existing homes for sale fell below two months 
for the first time on record. Given the limited inven-
tory of homes on the market, additional conversions 
of single-family rentals to owner occupancy are likely. 
Meanwhile, starts of larger multifamily buildings con-
tinued at a strong pace in mid-2021.

GEOGRAPHIC VARIATION IN SUPPLY 

The distribution of the rental stock varies widely, 
with larger multifamily buildings concentrated in the 
Northeast and single-family rentals more common 
in the other three regions. Single-family homes made 
up just 19 percent of the rental stock in the Northeast 
in 2019, but more than a third of the supply in the 
Midwest, South, and West. 

The Northeast also has by far the largest share of 
rental units in buildings with at least 20 apartments 
(32 percent). The shares are considerably smaller in 

the West (25 percent), the Midwest (21 percent), and 
the South (19 percent). Multifamily buildings with 2–4 
units are also more prevalent in the Northeast, where 
some 28 percent of rentals are in these smaller proper-
ties—well above the 19 percent share in the Midwest, 15 
percent share in the West, and 13 percent share in the 
South. In contrast, manufactured housing rentals are 
concentrated in the South, accounting for 7 percent of 
the stock compared with 3 percent in the Midwest and 
West and just 1 percent in the Northeast.

Rent levels also vary by region, reflecting differences in 
household incomes, land values, and age of the housing 
stock. The Midwest had the largest share of low-rent 
housing in 2019, with 35 percent of units renting for less 
than $600. By comparison, just 14 percent of the rent-
als in the West had such low rents, with shares in the 
South (29 percent) and Northeast (21 percent) falling in 
between. At the same time, the shares of units renting 
for $1,500 or more were significantly higher in the West 
(38 percent) and the Northeast (30 percent) than in the 
South (15 percent) and the Midwest (8 percent). 

In addition, the rental stock differs across urban, sub-
urban, and rural housing markets. Fully 49 percent of 
the rental stock was located in urban areas in 2019, a 
far larger share than the 36 percent in suburban areas 
and 15 percent in rural areas. Apartments in buildings 
with 20 or more units made up 30 percent of the urban 
rental stock, compared with 16 percent of the suburban 
stock and just 8 percent of the rural stock. But in rural 
areas, almost half the stock (48 percent) consisted of 
single-family homes, well above the shares in suburban 
(41 percent) and urban (25 percent) areas. Another 13 
percent of rural rentals were manufactured housing 
units, compared with just 6 percent in suburban areas 
and less than 1 percent in urban areas. 

Not surprisingly, rents also range widely across these 
markets. A quarter of the units in urban areas had 
contract rents of $1,500 and over in 2019, well above the 
15 percent share in suburban areas and more than six 
times the 4 percent share in rural areas. Conversely, the 
rural rental stock includes a much larger share of low-
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rent units. Some 56 percent of occupied units in rural 
areas rented for less than $600—more than twice the 
share in suburban areas and more than three times the 
share in urban areas (Figure 13).

CONCENTRATION OF RENTAL OPTIONS

The rental stock is highly concentrated in relatively 
few neighborhoods, limiting where renter households 
can choose to live. Rental units make up more than 80 
percent of the housing stock in just 5 percent of census 
tracts. Conversely, owner-occupied homes account for 
more than 80 percent of the units in 31 percent of tracts, 
making those communities essentially rental deserts. 

The composition of the housing stock in high- and low-
rental neighborhoods differs sharply. Some 40 percent 
of the units in high-rental tracts are in buildings with 

20 or more apartments, while only 17 percent of the 
stock are single-family homes. In low-rental tracts, 
however, units in larger multifamily buildings account 
for just 2 percent of the stock and single-family homes 
make up fully 85 percent. 

The geographic concentration of the rental stock rein-
forces stark inequalities in the distribution of house-
holds by income and race/ethnicity. Given that renter 
households typically earn less than homeowner house-
holds, the median income in high-rental neighbor-
hoods was just under $42,000 in 2019—less than half 
the $86,000 in low-rental areas. And given their long-
standing exclusion from homeownership opportuni-
ties, people of color are disproportionately likely to be 
renters. Indeed, people of color headed 67 percent of 
the households living in high-rental neighborhoods, 
but less than 21 percent of households in low-rental 
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neighborhoods. The disparity is especially large for 
Black renters, whose share of households in high-rental 
neighborhoods (23 percent) is nearly four times that in 
low-rental areas (6 percent). 

The absence of rental housing in many neighbor-
hoods reflects a long history of residential segregation 
that current land use regulations help to perpetuate. 
Single-family only zoning and other density limitations 
prevent development of multifamily housing, which 
is overwhelmingly renter occupied. Jurisdictions that 
require discretionary reviews for also impede rental 
housing development. Moreover, opponents of denser 
housing are often overrepresented in public discus-
sions of proposed zoning changes, making it difficult to 
ease density restrictions. 

But even if regulatory barriers were reduced, the high 
costs of multifamily construction present a significant 
financial hurdle for developers. Land, labor, and con-
struction costs have been on the rise for two decades. 
According to the RLB construction cost index, con-

struction costs more than doubled between 2001 and 
2019, and jumped another 9 percent between July 2020 
and July 2021 alone. Meanwhile, CoStar reports that 
land prices were up 16 percent year over year in the 
second quarter of 2021, while the employment cost 
index for private industry construction workers rose 
3  percent. 

INVESTMENTS IN UPKEEP

The rental housing stock requires continuous reinvest-
ment in routine maintenance and repairs, as well as 
in improvements to quality and features. In the years 
following the Great Recession, nominal spending on 
the rental stock rose from $43 billion in 2009 to $79 
billion in 2019. This growth was driven almost entirely 
by spending on capital improvements such as replace-
ment projects and major renovations, with outlays 
more than doubling from $23 billion to $57 billion over 
the decade (Figure 14). Meanwhile, spending on routine 
maintenance was nearly flat, up only $1 billion over this 
period, to $22 billion. 
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Spending on capital improvements varies by rental 
property ownership. According to the latest Rental 
Housing Finance Survey, individual investors owned 
72 percent of all rentals in 2017, with the rest owned by 
non-individual investors such as LLCs, LLPs, real estate 
investment trusts, and other entities. Some 30 percent 
of individually owned units had improvements cost-
ing at least $3,000 in 2017, nearly double the 17 percent 
share of units owned by non-individual investors.  

Individual owners spend more on their properties 
in part because they are likely to own single-family 
rentals, which cost more to maintain than multifam-
ily units. But even within the single-family segment, 
40 percent of individually owned rentals had at least 
$3,000 in capital improvements in 2017, compared with 
33 percent of those owned by non-individual investors. 
At the same time, the share of units in large multifam-
ily buildings with significant improvements was much 
lower for individual than for non-individual investors.

More recently, the financial shocks from the pandemic 
have reduced rent collections, potentially limiting own-
ers’ ability to maintain their properties. Owners of sin-
gle-family rentals and small multifamily buildings have 
been particularly hard hit by a drop in rent payments 
and may find it difficult to keep up with the investment 
needs of their properties. Indeed, some owners have 
reduced their operating expenses in anticipation of or in 
response to a decline in rent payments. In one survey of 
rental property owners in ten large cities, 31 percent of 
landlords reported that they had deferred maintenance 
spending in 2020, up from just 5 percent in 2019. 

PERSISTENCE OF HOUSING INADEQUACY 

Despite progress made over the previous two decades, 
3.3 million occupied rental units—or 7 percent of the 
rental stock—were considered at least moderately 
inadequate in 2019. Of these, 820,000 units (just under 
2 percent) were severely inadequate. HUD classifies 
units as moderately or severely inadequate depending 
on the type and number of structural deficiencies, such 
as large holes and leaks or the absence of basic features 
such as plumbing, electricity, water, or heat. 

Older rental units are more likely to have structural defi-
ciencies, due in part to the deterioration and disrepair 
of structures over time as well as to changes in building 
standards. In 2019, 11 percent of the rental stock built 
before 1940 was rated inadequate, and 4 percent severely 
so (Figure 15). In contrast, only 4  percent of units built 
after 2000 were considered inadequate, including 1 per-
cent found to be severely inadequate. The region with 
the highest share of inadequate units is the Northeast, 
where older rental housing is most prevalent. 

Given that substandard units generally have low rents, 
households with limited income typically occupy these 
rentals. Indeed, 10 percent of renter households earn-
ing under $15,000 a year lived in inadequate housing 
in 2019, twice the share of households making $75,000 
or more. Shares of Black and Hispanic households liv-
ing in these conditions were slightly higher (8 percent) 
than those of Asian and white households (7 percent).
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Inadequate housing puts occupants at increased risk 
of disease, injury, and other hazards, jeopardizing the 
health and well-being of households. These condi-
tions are especially damaging to children’s physical 
and emotional development. Moreover, the households 
most likely to live in substandard units may lack health 
insurance and face other barriers to medical treat-
ment, leaving them even more vulnerable to the health 
threats posed by poor-quality housing. 

DISASTER RISKS TO THE RENTAL STOCK 

Natural hazards—including coastal flooding, drought, 
earthquakes, and hurricanes—pose a serious threat to 
rental housing in communities across the country. As 
the latest FEMA data show, 40 percent of the occupied 
rental stock—totaling 17.6 million units—is located in 
areas with at least moderate expected annual losses 

from such events (Figure 16). Some 6.0 million of those 
units are in census tracts with relatively or very high 
expected losses. Another 33.9 million owner-occupied 
units are also located in areas with at least moderate 
expected losses, or 44 percent of the owner stock.

Many units under threat are older, low-rent, or sub-
sidized. About 1.5 million rentals built before 1940 (25 
percent) are located in high-risk areas. Older units are 
typically less resilient to disasters than newer units 
and thus especially vulnerable to loss. Some 4.0 million 
units with contract rents under $600 and 5.1 million 
with rents between $600 and $999 are also exposed to 
natural hazards. In addition, nearly 1.2 million of the 3.1 
million rentals supported by the LIHTC program are in 
high-risk locations, along with 700,000 of the nation’s 
2.3 million project-based HUD units and half of the 
400,000 USDA-subsidized rentals. 
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The immediate impacts of climate change will increase 
the costs of maintaining and repairing the rental stock 
in these disaster-prone areas. But the increasing inci-
dence of weather-related damage in the coming years 
could leave many more rental units uninhabitable, 
threatening the health and safety of residents and 
causing widespread displacement. And with the sup-
ply of low-rent units already shrinking, massive losses 
of this stock from natural hazards would leave low-
income households with even fewer affordable rental 
housing options. 

ACCESSIBILITY FOR THE AGING POPULATION 

Improving the accessibility of the rental housing stock 
is an urgent priority as the older population continues 
to grow. In 2019, 7.2 million renter households were 
headed by a person age 65 and over, and that number is 
expected to soar by more than 4 million over the next 
two decades. As they advance in age and their mobil-
ity challenges increase, many of these older adults will 
likely move to rental housing that is equipped with 
universal design features.  

As it is, 36 percent of households headed by a person 
age 65 and over and 20 percent of households headed 
by a person aged 50–64 include a member with a mobil-
ity disability. Certain housing features such as stairs 
can make it difficult for these older adults to navigate 
and use their homes. In 2019, 12 percent of renters aged 
65–79 and 23 percent of renters age 80 and over report-
ed difficulties entering the home, moving from room 
to room, or using the kitchen, bedroom, or bathroom. 
Across all age groups, 2.5 million renter households 
include at least one person with these challenges. 

Apartments in buildings with at least 50 units are 
more likely than other types of rentals to have acces-
sibility features such as a no-step entrance and a 
bedroom and bath on the entry floor. But because 
renters in these larger buildings are often older or 
have disabilities, one in ten residents reported having 
challenges navigating or using their homes—a higher 
share than in any other type of rental. Residents with 
mobility disabilities living in these settings would 

therefore likely benefit from addition of other uni-
versal design features to their units, such as walk-in 
showers and lever-style handles on doors.

Addressing the significant accessibility barriers in single-
family rentals and units in smaller multifamily buildings 
is also essential. Less than half of these types of units 
have a no-step entrance and a bedroom and bathroom 
on the entry floor. And even though most households 
living in single-family and small multifamily rentals are 
headed by a person under age 50, they may find their 
homes increasingly difficult to navigate as they age. 

THE OUTLOOK

In the short term, the pandemic may accelerate the 
shift of the rental stock toward larger multifamily 
buildings. Growing demand from high-income house-
holds and hot rental markets may encourage even 
more construction of larger structures, while the tight 
supply of for-sale homes promotes more conversions of 
single-family rentals to owner occupancy. 

In the longer term, though, much more rental housing 
is needed—but at rents affordable to a wider array of 
households. Yet several obstacles stand in the way of 
building housing for low- and moderate-income rent-
ers, including rising construction, labor, and materials 
costs as well as regulatory restrictions preventing the 
construction of new multifamily housing. Changing 
zoning regulations to allow for multifamily and “miss-
ing middle” housing developments would help address 
the supply shortage and expand the options for where 
renters can live. 

In addition, property owners must continue to invest 
in basic maintenance and improvements, not only to 
ensure the health and safety of their tenants but also 
preserve the stock of existing units. Substantial invest-
ments in modifications are also needed to accommo-
date the massive influx of older renters and address the 
needs of renters with disabilities. And with millions of 
rental units under threat from the impacts of climate 
change, improving the resiliency of at-risk properties is 
an urgent priority.
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4   |   R E N TA L M A R K E T S 

SHARP TIGHTENING IN RENTAL MARKETS 

The pandemic significantly depressed rental demand 
for much of 2020, pushing vacancy rates up sharply. But 
as the broader economy improved, vacancy rates plum-
meted to historic lows. According to Housing Vacancy 
Survey data, the rate for all rental units was at only 
5.8 percent in the third quarter of 2021, down from 6.6 
percent in the first quarter of 2020. Aside from unreli-
able mid-pandemic readings, this is the lowest rental 
vacancy rate since the mid-1980s. 

The professionally managed apartment market 
rebounded quickly from a substantial hit in the last 
quarter of 2020. The vacancy rate jumped to 6.9 per-
cent—a full 0.5 percentage point above the fourth-
quarter 2019 reading and a high for the decade. All of 
the increase occurred in the higher-quality (4- & 5-star) 
segment, where the vacancy rate was up 1.1 percentage 
points at the end of 2020 from a year earlier. In contrast, 
vacancy rates for lower-quality (1- & 2- star) apartments 
were essentially unchanged at 5.0 percent, and edged 
down for moderate-quality (3-star) units, to 5.5 percent. 

Between the 2020 peak and the third quarter of 2021, 
however, vacancy rates for professionally managed 

units dropped dramatically. The national rate fell by 2.3 
percentage points, to 4.6 percent—far below pre-pan-
demic levels and the lowest rate since the early 2000s. 
Like the increases, the declines in vacancy rates were 
larger by far in the higher-quality segment, down an 
astounding 4.2 percentage points to 6.2 percent. By com-
parison, vacancy rates receded 1.6 percentage points for 
moderate-quality apartments and 1.2 percentage points 
for lower-quality units. 

The recent rental market tightening reflects a surge in 
demand as the broader economy continues to recov-
er. Indeed, renter household growth in professionally 
managed properties was up 4.8 percent year over year 
in the third quarter of 2021, the sharpest uptick on 
record. The increases were especially large in prime 
urban neighborhoods, jumping from just 0.2 percent 
in the third quarter of 2020 to 7.6 percent in the third 
quarter of 2021. Meanwhile, renter household growth in 
suburban markets was also strong at 4.7 percent.

The rebound in rental demand and tightening of mar-
kets was widespread. By the third quarter of 2021, rent-
al vacancy rates were down year over year in 146 of the 
150 metro markets tracked by RealPage, with more than 

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted rental markets across the country, but particularly 
in high-cost urban areas along the coasts. Demand bounced back rapidly in 2021, pushing vacancy 
rates to record lows. High home prices have also helped to fuel the rebound in demand, preventing 
many would-be buyers from making the shift to homeownership. However, the strong pace of new 
multifamily construction could bring some relief to tight rental markets and slow the rise in rents. With 
rent collections generally stable throughout the pandemic, investors have jumped back into the market 
for multifamily properties despite sharply rising prices.   
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a full percentage point drop in 92 of those markets. At 
the regional level, vacancies fell in every metro market 
in the Northeast and Midwest, and in all but two mar-
kets in the South and West.

Rental vacancies also declined within metropolitan 
areas, with rates falling 2.4 percentage points in urban 
markets and 2.1 percentage points in suburban markets. 
The drop was especially sharp in prime urban markets, 
where a large share of higher-quality units is located 
(Figure 17). After spiking to 9.7 percent, vacancy rates in 
these markets dropped some 3.8 percentage points by 
the third quarter of 2021, to 6.0 percent.

RAPID ESCALATION IN RENTS 

The Consumer Price Index for rent, the broadest 
measure of rent growth, hit a decade-low annual rate 
of 1.8 percent in the spring of 2021 and then edged up 
to 3.0 percent in November. However, this measure 
is slow to register changing conditions because it 
tracks both new and continuing leases. By that point, 
however, asking rents for professionally managed 

apartments had already begun to skyrocket. After 
declining in the last three quarters of 2020, year-
over-year rent growth in this segment shot up from 
1.7 percent in the first quarter of 2021 to an astound-
ing 10.9 percent in the third quarter.

Rents for units in higher-quality buildings climbed the 
most. After declining by 1.7 percent in the third quarter 
of 2020, rents for higher-quality apartments were up by 
13.8 percent a year later. Although increases for lower- 
and moderate-quality apartments also slowed during 
the pandemic, rent growth did not turn negative at the 
end of 2020 before regaining steam. Year-over-year rent 
growth for lower-quality units accelerated from 2.0 
percent to 4.3 percent in the third quarter of 2021, while 
that for moderate-quality apartments surged from 1.5 
percent to 11.0 percent. 

The third-quarter spike in rents for professionally 
managed units occurred in 148 of the 150 markets 
tracked by RealPage, with more than half of these 
metros (77) posting double-digit increases (Figure 18). 
Indeed, rents in eight markets were up by more than 
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The third-quarter spike in rents for professionally 
managed units occurred in 148 of the 150 markets 
tracked by RealPage, with more than half of these 
metros (77) posting double-digit increases (Figure 18). 
Indeed, rents in eight markets were up by more than 

20 percent. In the South and West, the largest gains 
were in Boise, Naples, and Phoenix, where rent growth 
soared 24 percent. In the Midwest, rents rose the most 
in Flint, Grand Rapids, and Kalamazoo, with increases 
exceeding 11 percent. Rent gains in the Northeast 
also topped 10 percent in Allentown, Manchester, and 
Portland. The only metros where rent growth turned 
negative year over year in the third quarter of 2021 
were San Francisco (down 0.8 percent) and Midland 
(down 1.5 percent).

CoreLogic reports that rent increases for single-family 
homes also reached the double digits in late 2021, ris-
ing from a 2.6 percent annual rate in September 2020 
to 10.2 percent in September 2021. The jump in rents 
for single-family detached units (12.2 percent) far 
outpaced rent growth for attached rentals (7.8 per-
cent). In part, the unprecedented climb in the rents 
for single-family homes reflects the surge in demand 
for additional living space that occurred early in the 
COVID-19 pandemic, when much of the workforce was 
ordered to stay at home and children had to attend 
school remotely. 

ADDED PRESSURE OF HIGH HOME PRICES

Although rents were up sharply last year, their 
increase pales next to the climb in home prices. 
According to Zillow data, typical rents were rising at 
a 11.0 percent annual rate in September 2021, up from 
1.2 percent a year earlier. At the same time, typical 
home values escalated from a relatively strong 5.7 
percent annual rate to an astounding 18.9 percent. 
This brought the national price-to-rent ratio (median 
home value divided by median annual rent) to 14.0 in 
September 2021, up from 13.0 in September 2020 and 
11.6 in September 2015.

Rent increases in September lagged home price appre-
ciation in 99 of the 100 large markets that Zillow tracks. 
Even in metros with the fastest year-over-year rent 
growth—including Sarasota (24.6 percent), Tampa (23.0 
percent), Phoenix (23.0 percent), and Las Vegas (22.5 
percent)—home prices were rising even more rapidly. 
In Phoenix, for example, home price appreciation was 
running at a 32.5 percent annual rate that month. Boise 
stands out as the hottest housing market, with home 
prices (up 45.6 percent) climbing more than twice as 
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fast as rents (up 21.4 percent). And in four high-cost 
markets where rent growth was more modest—San 
Jose (2.7 percent), San Francisco (3.2 percent), New York 
(5.8 percent), and Washington, DC (6.1 percent)—typical 
home values were still rising by between 13.4 percent 
and 17.7 percent. Only in the Miami metro area did 
rent growth (19.7 percent) slightly outpace home price 
growth (18.2 percent).

The magnitude and breadth of home price growth rela-
tive to rents may be unprecedented (Figure 19). The lack 
of inventory for sale has combined with robust demand 
and record-low interest rates to push home prices to 
new heights. Would-be buyers priced out (or outcom-
peted) for the limited supply of homes on the market 
either turn to rental housing temporarily or remain in 
their rentals longer than planned. The growth in renter 
households with higher incomes that began well before 
the pandemic is therefore likely to continue, keeping 
the pressure on rents. 

THE BOOM IN MULTIFAMILY CONSTRUCTION 

With demand growing and rents rising, the multifam-
ily construction pipeline remains robust. At a season-
ally adjusted annual rate, the number of multifamily 
starts averaged 466,000 units through November 2021. 
The current pace of starts far exceeds annual averages 
of just 268,000 units in the 1990s and 309,700 units in 
the 2000s, but still lags the 506,800 units averaged in 
the 1980s.

The latest uptick follows a seven-year stretch of 
strong multifamily production, with starts topping 
350,000 units each year from 2014 to 2020. Indeed, 
starts still hit 389,100 units in 2020 despite the sharp 
slowdown in activity after the onset of the pandemic. 
Fully 649,800 multifamily units were still under con-
struction at the end of the year, including many of 
the 491,800 units permitted in 2020. In addition, some 
375,200 units were completed in 2020, the highest 
number since the late 1980s. 

Most newer multifamily units were built for rent 
rather than for sale. Between 92 percent and 96 

percent of multifamily apartments constructed in 
2014–2020 were intended as rental housing, a far 
larger share than the 70–79 percent averaged in the 
1980s, 1990s, and 2000s. At the same time, a much 
smaller but growing share of single-family homes 
was also built as rentals. On average, about 5 percent 
of single-family starts in 2016–2020 were intended 
for the rental market, compared with 2–3 percent in 
prior decades. Indeed, starts of single-family rentals 
hit an all-time high of 50,000 units in 2020, bringing 
the total number of rental housing starts to 423,000 
for the year (Figure 20). 

Even with such high levels of construction, new rent-
als are being absorbed at an historically fast pace. By 
the second quarter of 2021, 72 percent of units were 
leased within three months of completion, up from 
43 percent in the first quarter of 2020 and exceeding 
the 57 percent averaged from 2014 through 2021. The 
rapid pace of absorptions may encourage develop-
ers to continue building rental properties at today’s 
robust rate, potentially easing some of the pressure 
on supply.
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prior decades. Indeed, starts of single-family rentals 
hit an all-time high of 50,000 units in 2020, bringing 
the total number of rental housing starts to 423,000 
for the year (Figure 20). 

Even with such high levels of construction, new rent-
als are being absorbed at an historically fast pace. By 
the second quarter of 2021, 72 percent of units were 
leased within three months of completion, up from 
43 percent in the first quarter of 2020 and exceeding 
the 57 percent averaged from 2014 through 2021. The 
rapid pace of absorptions may encourage develop-
ers to continue building rental properties at today’s 
robust rate, potentially easing some of the pressure 
on supply.

SHIFTING LOCATION OF NEW CONSTRUCTION

The pandemic put at least a temporary damper on mul-
tifamily construction in dense urban areas. The num-
ber of multifamily units permitted in the core counties 
of metro areas with at least a million people dropped 
9.9 percent in 2020—far more than the 6.1 percent dip in 
total multifamily permitting. The number of multifam-
ily permits also declined by 2.4 percent in the suburban 
counties of large metros, and by 1.8 percent in smaller 
metro areas overall. Permitting was flat at low levels in 
non-metro areas. 

Whether a shift in the location of new construction will 
continue is unclear. However, the NAHB Home Building 
Geography Index suggests that the momentum outside 
of denser urban counties continued in the third quarter 
2021. While up by a solid 7.2 percent in the core counties 
of large metros, the pace of permitting was about twice 
as fast in the suburban counties of those metros and 
at least three times as fast in smaller metros and non-
metro areas.

Even so, multifamily construction remains heavily con-
centrated in urban areas. For the ninth straight year 

in 2020, just over half of all multifamily permits—for a 
total of 249,600 units—were issued in the core counties 
of large metros. This marks a significant increase from 
the 40.5 percent share averaged between 1980 and 2005. 
Another 20 percent of permits were for units in the 
suburban counties of large metros, 25 percent in other 
metros, and just 4 percent in non-metro areas.

Meanwhile, the share of multifamily units in larger 
buildings held near record highs. Some 85 percent of 
multifamily apartments completed in 2020 were in 
buildings with at least 20 units, including 55 percent 
in structures with at least 50 apartments. But while 
newly constructed buildings have grown in scale, indi-
vidual apartments are becoming smaller. In fact, 2020 
was the second year that more than half (51 percent) 
of newly completed multifamily units were efficiency 
or one-bedroom apartments, up from about a third 
historically. 

The central location of new rental units, rising costs 
of construction inputs, and the addition of amenities 
like in-unit laundries have kept rents for newly com-
pleted apartments on the rise. The Survey of Market 
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Absorption shows that the median asking rent for units 
completed in the second quarter of 2021 was $1,669, a 17 
percent increase from the same period in 2016.

STABLE PERFORMANCE OF RENTAL PROPERTIES 

The surge in rental vacancy rates during the height of 
the pandemic put a substantial dent in property own-
ers’ incomes. NCREIF data indicate that net operating 
income in the apartment sector fell by double digits 
for three consecutive quarters starting in mid-2020. 
However, net operating income rebounded sharply by 
the third quarter of 2021, rising 10.9 percent from the 
prior year.

Meanwhile, rent collections for occupied units held 
steady through much of the pandemic. The NMHC Rent 
Payment Tracker shows that, on average, 94 percent of 
renters living in professionally managed buildings made 
their payments by month-end from April 2020 through 
November 2021. That share is just 1.8 percentage points 
lower than in the same period in 2019. 

Rent collections have also been stable at some indi-
vidually owned rental properties, typically one- to four-
unit buildings. According to the Avail Rental Payment 
Tracker, 87 percent of tenants in these rentals made full 
or partial payments by the end of September 2021, on par 
with the share in January–February 2020. 

Regardless of any shortfalls in rents, investors have 
continued to snap up multifamily properties. CoStar 
reports that transaction volumes in the third quarter 
of 2021 were at $36 billion, about on par with levels 
from the same period in 2019 and almost double those a 
year earlier when transaction volumes were near their 
pandemic low.

With demand rebounding, rental property prices 
resumed their steep climb. According to Real Capital 
Analytics, price appreciation hovered in the low dou-
ble-digits right before the pandemic, then bottomed out 
in the fall of 2020 at around 7 percent. By October 2021, 
rental property prices were rising  by 16.8 percent year 
over year—the fastest rate since at least the early 2000s 

and outpacing  increases for both retail (14.2 percent) 
and office (13.7 percent) buildings. Reflecting strong 
investor optimism, the capitalization rate for rental 
buildings fell to 4.1 in the third quarter of 2021, the low-
est reading on record. 

Low mortgage interest rates and ready access to capi-
tal have helped to bolster investor demand for rental 
properties. Following a full 31 percent drop in the third 
quarter of 2020, the MBA Commercial/Multifamily 
Mortgage Bankers Originations Index showed a record-
high jump in multifamily loan originations of 105 per-
cent in the third quarter of 2021. As a result, multifamily 
mortgage debt outstanding continued its steady climb, 
reaching a total of $1.77 trillion in the third quarter. Just 
over half of this debt was held in agency and GSE port-
folios and in mortgage-backed securities, with smaller 
shares held by banks and thrifts (28 percent), life insur-

ance companies (10 percent), and state and local govern-
ments (6 percent).

After a brief uptick in 2020, multifamily mortgage 
delinquencies retreated again in the third quarter of 
2021. MBA reports that delinquency rates on loans held 
by Fannie Mae (which counts loans in forbearance as 
delinquent even if borrowers are compliant) receded 
from a high of 1.12 percent in the third quarter of 2020 
to 0.42 percent in the third quarter of 2021—low, but 
still well above the 0.05 percent rate immediately pre-
ceding the pandemic. Delinquencies on loans held by 
Freddie Mac (which does not count loans in forbear-
ance if borrowers are compliant) also edged down to a 
0.12 percent rate in the third quarter, but still exceeded 
the pre-pandemic rate of 0.08 percent. 

CHANGING OWNERSHIP OF RENTAL UNITS

The strong financial performance of rental properties 
has lured a variety of investors into the market, chang-
ing the balance of ownership between individuals 
and non-individual investors such as limited liability 
partnerships, real estate corporations, and real estate 
investment trusts. (However, some of these entities 
may also be individuals.) Between 2001 and 2018, the 
share of the rental stock owned by investors other than 
individuals climbed 8 percentage points, to 26 percent. 

Increases in non-individual ownership occurred across 
property types, but are especially notable in the mid-
sized segment—up some 29 percentage points for build-
ings with 5–24 units and 20 percentage points for those 
with 25–49 units (Figure 21). The non-individual share 
of single-family rentals also rose 8 percentage points 
(to 25 percent), while that for buildings with 50 or more 
units increased 4 percentage points (to 91 percent). 

A recent Redfin report shows that investors contin-
ued to buy up housing in 2021, converting many of 
their units to rentals. Investor entities purchased a 
record-high 18.2 percent share of homes sold in the 
third quarter of 2021, up from 11.2 percent a year earlier 
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ings with 5–24 units and 20 percentage points for those 
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(to 25 percent), while that for buildings with 50 or more 
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A recent Redfin report shows that investors contin-
ued to buy up housing in 2021, converting many of 
their units to rentals. Investor entities purchased a 
record-high 18.2 percent share of homes sold in the 
third quarter of 2021, up from 11.2 percent a year earlier 

and 16.6 percent in the first quarter of 2020. Growth in 
the non-individual investor share of the rental stock 
largely reflects purchases of single-family properties. 
Indeed, single-family homes accounted for 74 percent 
of investors’ third-quarter purchases, up slightly from 
the 71 percent share a year earlier and a new high since 
at least 2000. 

The growing number and share of investor-owned 
rentals have raised concerns that the new owners 
will raise rents aggressively and displace current ten-
ants, especially occupants of single-family properties 
that were previously owned by individuals. Renters 
of single-family homes may be especially vulnerable 
to displacement, given strong demand for these units 
from the growing number of young, moderate-income 
families with children. At the same time, though, the 
improvements in technology and efficiency that cor-
porate ownership might bring to the management of 
the single-family stock could yield cost savings that 
prevent a large jump in rents.  

THE OUTLOOK

Demand for rental housing surged throughout 2021 
with the widespread availability of COVID-19 vaccines 
and stabilization of the broader economy, pushing 
vacancy rates down and rents up at unprecedented 
rates. However, demand growth is likely to slow from 
its breakneck pace, and the historically high number of 
apartments under construction could relieve some of 
the pressure on the supply side of rental markets. 

In the near term, a steady wave of young adults form-
ing new households will prop up rental demand, while 
skyrocketing home prices continue to price potential 
buyers out of the homeowner market. With these 
strong fundamentals, rental properties should remain 
an attractive investment option and draw more inves-
tors into the market. However, the changing ownership 
of the rental stock, especially on the single-family side 
and at the low end of the multifamily market, will be an 
important trend to watch.
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5   |   R E N TA L A F F O R D A B I L I T Y

THE PANDEMIC’S IMPACTS ON ABILITY TO PAY

Massive job losses early in the pandemic compounded 
the housing challenges for millions of renter house-
holds. In the third quarter of 2021, 23 percent of renters 
reported they had lost employment income in the pre-
vious four weeks—losses that in many cases resulted 
in missed rent payments. Indeed, the Household Pulse 
Survey indicates that 15 percent of renter households 
were behind on rent in that quarter, down from the 
peak of nearly 17 percent in the fourth quarter of 2020. 

Lower-income renters were especially hard hit by the 
job cuts, and many of these households were already 
struggling to cover their rents. Lower-income rent-
ers typically work in the service sector, where job and 
wage cuts early in the pandemic left them with even 
less income to pay for housing. As a result, 23 percent 
of renter households with incomes under $25,000 were 
behind on their housing payments in the third quarter 
of 2021, along with 15 percent of renter households with 
incomes between $25,000 and $49,999 (Figure 22). These 
lower-income renters were more than twice as likely 
to be in arrears on rent as renters earning between 
$50,000 and $74,999 and four times more likely than 
renters earning at least $75,000. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the affordability crisis, especially for households that were 
already cost burdened. Even before 2020, the number of households paying more than 30 percent of 
income for rent remained stubbornly high, and the job losses over the past two years are likely to have 
left even more renters struggling to pay for rent. Without housing they can afford, households must 
make spending tradeoffs that jeopardize basic health and well-being. While the federal government 
has stepped in with emergency assistance, much of the country lacks a sufficient supply of affordable 
rentals, particularly for extremely low-income households.
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Households of color were especially likely to fall behind 
on rent, in part due to widespread income losses. In the 
third quarter of 2021, nearly a quarter of Black renter 
households and 19 percent of Hispanic households 
were behind on their housing payments. The share of 
Asian households in arrears was nearly as high at 18 
percent, although these renters were less likely to have 
lost employment income. Meanwhile, only 9 percent of 
white renter households owed back rent, thanks to an 
even lower rate of income losses.

Eight of the ten states with the highest shares of 
households in arrears were in the South. Although 
states in this region generally have lower housing 
costs, they also have large numbers of both lower-
income renter households and pandemic-related job 
losses. In the third quarter of 2021, Mississippi and 
Louisiana had the largest shares of renter house-
holds in arrears, at 22 percent. However, New York 
had the third-largest share (21 percent) and Maryland 
the tenth-largest share (18 percent) of households in 
arrears, largely because of high housing costs and high 
numbers of lower-income renters. 

The onset of the pandemic took a particularly heavy 
financial toll on lower-income renters, compounding the 
challenges for households already struggling to pay for 
housing. To meet expenses, many of these households 
have had to tap several financial resources, including 
drawing down savings, increasing their credit card debt, 
and borrowing from friends and family. Even so, many 
lower-income renter have been unable to meet basic 
needs. In the third quarter of 2021, 40 percent of house-
holds that were in arrears on rent reported that they 
sometimes or often did not have enough food.

COST-BURDENED RATES STILL HISTORICALLY HIGH

In the years efore the pandemic, the share of cost-
burdened renter households was on the decline, fall-
ing from a peak of 51 percent in 2011 to 46 percent in 
2019 (Figure 23). The share of severely burdened rent-
ers also receded from 28 percent to 24 percent. These 
improvements were due to the strong economy, along 
with a large influx of higher-income renters that 
lifted the median income for renter households over-
all. Even so, the share of cost-burdened renter house-
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holds in 2019 was still 6 percentage points higher 
than in 2001.

The number of cost-burdened renters also remained 
elevated at 20.4 million in 2019—a 38 percent increase 
from 2001. However, the 2019 total was 883,000 lower 
than the 2014 peak, driven entirely by a drop in the 
number of severely burdened renters to 10.5 million. 

Cost burdens are a fact of life for the vast majority of 
lower-income renters. In 2019, 83 percent of households 
making less than $15,000 paid a disproportionate share 
of income for housing. Of these households, 72 percent 
faced severe burdens. The cost-burdened share of rent-
er households making less than $30,000 also topped 80 
percent, where it has held for 10 years.

Although much lower, the cost-burdened share of mid-
dle-income households increased the most in 2014 
–2019. The share of renters making between $30,000 
and $74,999 with at least moderate housing cost bur-
dens rose 4 percentage points to 41 percent, while the 
share with severe burdens rose from 7 percent to 9 
percent. The cost-burdened rate for households with at 
least $75,000 in income also edged up by 1 percentage 
point to 7 percent. 

Longstanding inequities in education and labor mar-
kets continue to limit the earnings of households of 
color, perpetuating racial and ethnic disparities in cost-
burdened rates. The share of Black renter households 
with cost burdens was highest at 54 percent, followed 
by Hispanic households at 52 percent, while the rates 
for white and Asian renter households were far lower 
at 42 percent. The Black-white disparity largely reflects 
differences in incomes. Indeed, the median income for 
white renter households in 2019 was $45,000—some 40 
percent higher than the $32,140 median for Black renter 
households. However, the median income for Hispanic 
renter households of $42,000 was just 7 percent below 
that for white renter households. Asian households 
had the highest median income at $62,200. 

Single-person households are the most likely to face 
housing cost burdens. More than half of the renters 

living alone (55 percent) were cost burdened in 2019, 
compared with 29 percent of married or partnered 
couples without children. But households with chil-
dren are also likely to be burdened, in part because of 
their need for larger homes and in some cases more 
limited availability to work due to childcare demands. 
Households headed by a single parent had a far higher 
cost-burdened rate (58 percent) than married or part-
nered couples with children (37 percent). 

Large shares of renter households in the youngest and 
oldest age groups are also cost burdened. In 2019, some 
58 percent of renters under age 25, as well as 55 percent 
of those age 65 and over, paid more than 30 percent of 
income for housing. These shares reflect the low median 
incomes of both age groups—$32,000 for the youngest 
households and $25,000 for the oldest households. In 
contrast, renters aged 35–44 had the highest median 
income of any age group ($50,000) and the lowest cost-
burdened rate (43 percent). Renters in the 45–64 age 
group also had a median income of $43,000 and cost-
burdened shares of 45 percent. 

GEOGRAPHIC REACH OF COST BURDENS

Strong demand, rising rents, and limited availabil-
ity of affordable housing have led to high shares of 
cost-burdened renters across the country. In 2019, the 
shares stood at 49 percent in the West and 47 percent 
in the Northeast, where median rents were also high-
est. Although rents were lower in the South, the large 
share of lower-income renters kept the cost-burdened 
rate nearly as high at 46 percent. The Midwest had the 
lowest median incomes and the lowest median rents, 
with cost-burdened shares at 42 percent. 

States with the highest housing costs generally have 
the largest shares of cost-burdened renters. Indeed, 
six out of the top ten high-cost states are also on the 
top ten list for shares of cost-burdened renter house-
holds. California, Florida, and Hawaii stand out for 
their high housing costs and high burden rates. But 
in even the most affordable states, at least 38 percent 
of renter households pay more than 30 percent of 
income for housing (Figure 24). 



21
Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University 33

living alone (55 percent) were cost burdened in 2019, 
compared with 29 percent of married or partnered 
couples without children. But households with chil-
dren are also likely to be burdened, in part because of 
their need for larger homes and in some cases more 
limited availability to work due to childcare demands. 
Households headed by a single parent had a far higher 
cost-burdened rate (58 percent) than married or part-
nered couples with children (37 percent). 

Large shares of renter households in the youngest and 
oldest age groups are also cost burdened. In 2019, some 
58 percent of renters under age 25, as well as 55 percent 
of those age 65 and over, paid more than 30 percent of 
income for housing. These shares reflect the low median 
incomes of both age groups—$32,000 for the youngest 
households and $25,000 for the oldest households. In 
contrast, renters aged 35–44 had the highest median 
income of any age group ($50,000) and the lowest cost-
burdened rate (43 percent). Renters in the 45–64 age 
group also had a median income of $43,000 and cost-
burdened shares of 45 percent. 

GEOGRAPHIC REACH OF COST BURDENS

Strong demand, rising rents, and limited availabil-
ity of affordable housing have led to high shares of 
cost-burdened renters across the country. In 2019, the 
shares stood at 49 percent in the West and 47 percent 
in the Northeast, where median rents were also high-
est. Although rents were lower in the South, the large 
share of lower-income renters kept the cost-burdened 
rate nearly as high at 46 percent. The Midwest had the 
lowest median incomes and the lowest median rents, 
with cost-burdened shares at 42 percent. 

States with the highest housing costs generally have 
the largest shares of cost-burdened renters. Indeed, 
six out of the top ten high-cost states are also on the 
top ten list for shares of cost-burdened renter house-
holds. California, Florida, and Hawaii stand out for 
their high housing costs and high burden rates. But 
in even the most affordable states, at least 38 percent 
of renter households pay more than 30 percent of 
income for housing (Figure 24). 

Not surprisingly, nine of the ten largest metro markets 
with the highest shares of cost-burdened renters are 
in Florida and California. Miami has the distinction of 
having both the largest share of total cost-burdened 
renters (60 percent) of any major metropolitan area 
in the country, as well as the largest share of severely 
burdened renters (33 percent). At the same time, large 
shares of renters in several lower-income metros 
in the Midwest and South also face cost burdens. 
For example, about half of the renter households in 
Akron, Detroit, Memphis, and New Orleans were cost 
burdened in 2019 and between 25 percent and 30 per-
cent were severely burdened. 

Metro areas with the smallest shares of cost-burdened 
renters are generally in the Midwest. Among the 100 
most populous metros, Des Moines had the lowest 

share at 36 percent. Three of the other 10 metros with 
the lowest cost-burdened rates—Cincinnati, Columbus, 
and Dayton—are in Ohio, where rates were in the 39–41 
percent range. 

Even in rural areas, where housing costs are generally 
lower, 38 percent of renter households were cost bur-
dened in 2019 and 19 percent were severely burdened. 
The Northeast had the largest share of rural renters 
with cost burdens, at 44 percent. Rates in rural com-
munities in the West were similarly high at 39 percent, 
and only slightly lower in the South (38 percent) and 
Midwest (37 percent). New Mexico is at the top of the 
list by state, with some 48 percent of rural households 
facing at least moderate cost burdens.

GAP IN RENTAL AFFORDABILITY

The rental affordability gap measures the difference 
between the amount that renter households pay for 
housing and 30 percent of their monthly incomes. On 
average in 2019, housing cost-burdened renters spent 
60 percent of their incomes on rent and utilities. In dol-
lar terms, this means that moderately burdened renter  
households paid $240 more per month than they could 
afford. And for severely cost-burdened renter house-
holds, this translates to a whopping $850 per month in 
excess housing costs. 

Cost-burdened households making under $15,000 
faced an affordability gap of $720 per month in 2019. 
The gap for cost-burdened households with incomes 
between $15,000 and $29,999 was $520 per month. 
Although the affordability gap for cost-burdened 
households earning at least $75,000 was only slightly 
lower at $480 per month, it represents a much smaller 
share of their total income. 

In total, cost-burdened renter households paid $11.4 
billion more for housing in 2019 than they could afford. 
Lower-income renters accounted for the overwhelm-
ing majority of this amount. Indeed, cost-burdened 
renter households with incomes under $15,000 paid 
$4.6 billion (41 percent) and those earning between 
$15,000 and $29,999 paid $3.3 billion (29 percent), 



America’s Rental Housing 202234

while middle-income renters paid the majority of the 
remaining costs. Reducing the cost burdens for lower-
income households would thus require a significant 
and ongoing annual investment estimated at $7.9 bil-
lion, although the benefit to these renters would be 
invaluable—the promise of housing stability and an 
adequate standard of living even in a financial crisis. 

PRESSURES ON HOUSEHOLD BUDGETS 

The amount renters have left over after paying for  
housing drops sharply with income. In 2019, house-
holds earning $75,000 or more had $7,400 to spend 
each month after paying for rent and utilities. Renters 
earning between $45,000 and $75,000 kept $3,550, while 
those earning between $30,000 and $45,000 kept $2,000. 
But renter households with less than $30,000 in income 
had just $490 a month to cover the costs of food, health-
care, and all other necessities. If those lower-income 
renters were also cost burdened, they had only $360 
each month to live on after paying their housing costs. 

Severely cost-burdened renters must make difficult 
tradeoffs about how to spend their limited funds. 
According to the 2020 Consumer Expenditure Survey, 
severely burdened renters in the bottom expenditure 
quartile (a proxy for lowest income) spent 38 percent 
less on food and 70 percent less on healthcare than 
otherwise similar renters living in housing they could 
afford (Figure 25). For families with children under 
age 18, cutting back on food expenditures is especially 
damaging to health and well-being. Even marginal food 
deprivation can profoundly undermine children’s abil-
ity to thrive physically and succeed in school, leaving 
them at a lifelong disadvantage relative to those receiv-
ing adequate nutrition. 

Older adults with severe cost burdens often sacri-
fice not only on food but also healthcare expenses. 
Some 30 percent of extremely low-income renter 
households are headed by adults age 65 and over, 
and 18 percent include a householder with a disabil-
ity—two groups that typically need costly medical 
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care. Cutting back on medications or foregoing doc-
tor appointments to avoid fees and copayments put 
these households at even greater risk of serious ill-
ness or medical complications. 

LIMITED AVAILABILITY OF LOW-COST HOUSING

The high incidence of cost burdens among lower-income 
renters is due in large measure to the shortage of low-
cost housing (Figure 26). Although rental construction 
has been on the increase in recent years,  rising costs 
for materials, labor, and land have pushed new develop-
ment toward luxury housing. According to American 
Community Survey data, the number of units affordable 
to renters with incomes up to $30,000 fell by 1 million 
from 2018 to 2019. These losses exacerbated already tight 
conditions at the lower end of the market, driving up the 
number of lower-income households with burdens. 

As a result, worst case housing needs among very 
low-income households remain near historic highs. 
Renter households are defined as having worst case 

needs if they have incomes at or below 50 percent of 
the area median, do not receive housing assistance, 
and  either  pay more than half of their incomes for 
rent  or  live in severely inadequate conditions, or 
both.  According to HUD’s  2021 Worst Case Housing 
Needs report, 7.8 million renter households met these 
criteria, an increase of 50,000 from 2017 to 2019. 

Conditions for extremely low-income renters are espe-
cially dire. In 2020, a family of four with under 30 
percent of area median income could afford no more 
than $655 per month. But as the National Low Income 
Housing Coalition reports, the average fair market rent 
on a modest two-bedroom home was $1,246—almost 
twice that amount. Moreover, extremely low-income 
renters compete with higher-income households for 
the limited supply of rentals they can afford. According 
to NLIHC, only 4 million units were both affordable 
and available for extremely low-income households, a 
shortfall of 6.8 million units. Some 85 percent of these 
households were therefore at least moderately cost 
burdened in 2019, and 70 percent were severely so. 
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The scarcity of subsidized housing in metros across 
the country adds to the challenges. Indeed, the small-
er the share of HUD-assisted units in the rental stock, 
the larger the share of extremely low-income renters 
with severe cost burdens in that market. For example, 
just 4 percent of rental housing in Las Vegas is HUD-
assisted, leaving 86 percent of extremely low-income 
renters severely burdened. In Boston, however, the 
assisted share of the rental stock is much higher at 
18 percent, reducing the severely burdened share of 
extremely low-income households to 60 percent. 

The ongoing decline in low-rent units has also contrib-
uted to the overall shortage of affordable rentals.  The 
number of  units with rents under $600 a month fell 
sharply between 2011 and 2019, bringing the net decline 
to 3.9 million. Nationwide, the share of low-rent  units 
dropped from 32  percent of the stock to just  22  per-
cent over this period. 

In 2018–2019 alone, the supply of low-rent  rentals fell 
in  45 states, with net losses totaling 731,000 units. 
According to American Community Survey data, the 
largest decline was in Texas, where the number of 
low-rent units was down by 72,300. Ohio followed close 
behind with a loss of 67,500 low-cost rentals. Some 
43 percent of low-rent units lost in 2018–2019 were in 
the South and 32 percent in the Midwest, two regions 
that had a relatively large number of units renting 
for less than $600 a month. Another 14 percent of the 
losses were in the West and 10 percent in the Northeast. 

Ultimately, such large declines in the low-rent stock 
make rental housing less affordable in communities 
across the country.

THE OUTLOOK 

The pandemic has likely worsened the rental affordabil-
ity crisis, heightening the risk of housing instability for 
millions of households. However, at this pivotal moment 
in national housing policy, the federal government has 
already provided unprecedented levels of emergency 
rental assistance, and large-scale investments in housing 
subsidies have been on the negotiating table. 

But income support is also needed for households that 
simply do not have enough money for necessities after 
paying for rent. Although economic impact payments 
and expanded unemployment assistance put cash in 
the hands of many cost-burdened renters, these house-
holds need sustained support to make ends meet. As 
it is, millions of cost-burdened renters make difficult 
spending tradeoffs that put their families at risk of 
malnutrition and serious medical conditions. 

At the same time, a growing number of lower- and mid-
dle-income renters compete for the limited supply of 
low-rent units available on the private market. To meet 
the enormous demand for affordable rental housing, 
federal policies must not only support expansion of the 
subsidized stock, but also make it possible for private 
developers to build affordable units. 
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6   |   R E N TA L H O U S I N G  C H A L L E N G E S 

MAINTAINING HOUSING STABILITY 

The economic disruptions from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
on top of the ongoing housing affordability crisis, put 
many renter households at heightened risk of eviction. 
Even before the pandemic, lower-income households 
and households of color had faced disproportionately 
high eviction rates and were among the most likely to 
have lost their jobs when the economy shut down. But 
a series of federal, state, and local interventions helped 
to keep many of these vulnerable renters in their homes.

The CARES Act imposed the first federal eviction morato-
rium in March 2020 and covered renters living in publicly 
assisted housing or in properties with federally backed 
mortgages. The Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta estimat-
ed that just 28–46 percent of renters were protected under 
this moratorium, which expired in July 2020. The limited 
coverage of this moratorium suggests that court closures, 
landlord flexibility, and income supports during this peri-
od may have also helped keep eviction filings down.

Noting the public health connection between hous-
ing instability and COVID transmission, the CDC then 
issued an order in September to halt evictions of 
renters with incomes below a certain threshold who 
attested to pandemic-related financial hardship. After 

that ban ended in July 2021, the CDC followed up in 
early August with a more targeted moratorium in 
counties with heightened COVID transmission, which 
encompassed about 80 percent of counties nationwide 
and about 90 percent of renters. The Supreme Court 
quickly struck down that order at the end of August, 
leaving no federal eviction protections in place.

State and local governments also enacted their 
own eviction moratoriums and eviction diversion 
programs. The Government Accountability Office 
reports that 43 states banned eviction filings or 
hearings at some point during the pandemic. Most 
of those protections had either ended or were being 
phased out when the CDC order was overturned in 
August. Near the end of 2021, just three states had 
broad eviction moratoriums still in effect. Even so, 
several state and local governments developed ongo-
ing diversion programs to further prevent evictions, 
and HUD granted $20 million in November 2021 to 
support 10 of these programs.

According to a study by the Federal Reserve Bank of 
Cleveland, local eviction bans varied considerably in 
duration and coverage but generally helped to reduce 
formal filings. Even in cities that only stopped hear-

The COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the urgent need for a fully funded, permanent housing 
safety net. In the short term, federal income supports, eviction moratoriums, and emergency rental 
assistance have helped to keep many renters stably housed. State and local governments also 
continue their efforts to add to the rental supply. But the shortage of affordable housing only grows 
more acute as rents rise amid soaring demand, leaving low-income households and communities of 
color with increasingly few housing options. Meanwhile, the impacts of climate change pose a serious 
threat to nearly half of the existing rental stock, potentially displacing millions of households.
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ings, filings dropped by 66 percent while the ban was 
in effect. The Eviction Lab also found that filings in the 
six states and 31 cities it tracks declined sharply. While 
evictions did rise after the CDC moratorium ended, 
filings at the end of November 2021 remained about 
40 percent below the average in the same month in 
2012 through 2016 (Figure 27). The economic recovery, 
increasing flow of emergency rental assistance, land-
lord flexibility, and other supports also likely kept evic-
tions lower than these pre-pandemic averages.

SHORT-TERM INCOME AND RENTAL SUPPORTS

Eviction moratoriums temporarily help to keep renters 
housed but do nothing to make up for the shortfall in 
rents that could leave many landlords in a financial 
bind. The Consolidated Appropriations Act addressed 
this issue with a $25 billion infusion of emergency rental 
assistance that was passed at the end of December 2020 
(ERA1), followed by another $21.55 billion allocated under 
the American Rescue Plan Act in March 2021 (ERA2). 

Before allocating this assistance,  however, the federal 
government provided cash directly to households to 
help them cover their living expenses. Three waves 
of economic impact payments went to people who 
fell below a certain income threshold. Out-of-work 
individuals also received an additional $600 per week 
in unemployment benefits from April to July 2020. 
After these benefits lapsed, they were reintroduced at 
the reduced amount of $300 per week from the end of 
2020 until they expired in early September 2021, with 
several states imposing even earlier cutoffs. Student 
loan deferrals, monthly child tax credit payments, and 
increased SNAP benefits also provided income supple-
ments to eligible households.

But getting rent relief into the hands of households 
has been a major challenge, underscoring the need for 
permanent systems that can respond quickly during 
a crisis. Indeed, a survey by the Housing Initiative at 
Penn found that nearly three-quarters of state and 
local rental assistance programs were newly created. 
Lengthy procurement processes for contracts, the need 
to update existing systems, and burdensome documen-

tation also caused delays in the distribution of aid. As a 
result, only 1 percent of ERA1 funds were spent between 
January and March 2021, although that share increased 
to 49 percent by the end of October. Nevertheless, just 
over 2.5 million households received emergency rental 
assistance over this period (Figure 28).

RESPONSES TO RISING HOMELESSNESS 

Even before the pandemic, the number of people expe-
riencing homelessness had continued to edge up for 
four years. At last count in January 2020, the number 
of unhoused people had increased by nearly 13,000 
from a year earlier, to about 580,500. This uptick was 
entirely due to a 15,000-person increase in the number 
of people living outside of traditional shelters, which 
eclipsed the 2,000-person decline in the number of 
people that were living in emergency shelters or tran-
sitional housing (Figure 29).

The states with the largest absolute increases in people 
experiencing homelessness were California, Texas, and 
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Washington, while those with the largest percentage 
increases were Delaware, Iowa, and New Hampshire. 
Homelessness rates are especially high in states with 
the largest shares of cost-burdened renter households, 
including California, Hawaii, Nevada, and New York. 

The nation’s chronically homeless population (people 
with disabilities who have been unhoused for at least 
a year) grew by nearly 15,000 in 2019–2020, to about 
120,000 people. Of this group, about 10,000 were expe-
riencing homelessness in a family with children. These 
figures do not include people who were homeless dur-
ing this period but doubled up with other households. 

People of color continue to make up disproportion-
ate shares of those experiencing homelessness. In 
2020, Black people accounted for only 13 percent 
of the overall population, but nearly 40 percent 
of the unhoused population. Another 6 percent of 
unhoused people were multiracial (compared with 
a national share of 3.5 percent) and 3 percent were 
American Indian or Alaska Native (compared with a 
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national share of 1 percent). In addition, 23 percent 
of people experiencing homelessness identified as 
Hispanic, also considerably higher than their 18 per-
cent share of the total population.  

The pandemic heightened concerns about the home-
less population, given that people living in congregate 
settings or lacking adequate shelter are especially 
vulnerable to infection. As 2020 progressed, many 
jurisdictions sought to prevent the spread of COVID 
among their homeless populations by moving them 
into hotels left empty during the public health cri-
sis. Some of this hotel space was then permanently 
converted either to shelters or affordable housing. 
Taking the lead on this approach, California’s Project 
Homekey created approximately 6,000 housing units 
for people experiencing homelessness, primarily using 
federal COVID-19 funds and allowing projects to skip 
ordinary zoning and environmental review processes.

The full effects of the pandemic on homelessness 
remain unclear. Although HUD was unable to complete 
a full point-in-time count in January 2021, surveys and 
projections from other organizations suggest that sub-
stantial increases in homelessness are likely. Indeed, a 
July 2020 survey conducted by the National Alliance 
to End Homelessness found that nearly two-thirds of 
homeless service providers had seen increases in their 
unsheltered populations. According to a report from 
the New Hampshire Coalition to End Homelessness, 
the reasons for this growth include decreased shelter 
capacity, fears of COVID-19 exposure in congregate 
settings, and increased unwillingness of family and 
friends to provide housing. 

Looking ahead, the Economic Roundtable predicts a 
49 percent jump in chronic homelessness by 2023, with 
especially large increases in California (68 percent) 
and Los Angeles County (86 percent). To offset these 
potential increases, the House America initiative—
launched by HUD and the US Interagency Council on 
Homelessness in September 2021—encourages munici-
palities to direct COVID-19 relief funding to re-house 
homeless residents and expand the supply of afford-
able housing. 

UNMET NEEDS FOR FEDERAL SUBSIDIES

If nothing else, the pandemic has starkly revealed 
the limits of the existing housing safety net. In 2019, 
about 13.3 million households with incomes below 50 
percent of area median were eligible for rent subsidies 
but unable to secure that support because housing 
assistance is not an entitlement (Figure 30). As a result, 
some 7.8 million very low-income households lived in 
severely inadequate housing, spent more than half of 
their incomes on housing costs, or both. 

For the 4.6 million renter households that do receive 
HUD assistance, rent subsidies provide crucial access 
to affordable housing. Assisted households typically 
include an adult age 62 and over (38 percent), children 
(29 percent), or a person with disabilities (22 percent). 
On average, these households have incomes of about 
$15,000 and rent payments of just $355 per month. 
Despite the vital importance of this support, federal 
rental assistance programs are chronically underfund-
ed and pose complex implementation challenges.

HUD’s Housing Choice Voucher program provides 
subsidies to 2.3 million households, most of which 
have incomes below 30 percent of the area medi-
an. Throughout the pandemic, vouchers have helped 
to stabilize the living situations of many recipients 
while also providing consistent payments to landlords. 
Indeed, the Urban Institute and Avail have found that 
voucher holders were less likely to be in arrears on rent 
than unassisted households. 

Even so, not all landlords are willing to accept vouch-
ers and many voucher holders are unable find a 
unit that meets program guidelines within the time 
allowed. Although source-of-income discrimination 
laws can help to increase success rates, the Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP) estimated that 
just one in three voucher holders in 2018 lived in an 
area with this type of protection. Meanwhile, land-
lords who accepted vouchers reported complications 
with the program that made them hesitant to partici-
pate, such as problems over inspections and repairs, 
paperwork and bureaucracy, and lack of support dur-
ing tenant conflicts.
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On the supply side, the Low-Income Housing Tax 
Credit program provides affordable housing primarily 
targeted to households making 50–60 percent of area 
median income, although recent income averaging 
rules allow for a broader range of affordability levels. 
LIHTC remains the largest source of new subsidized 
housing, supporting the construction, acquisition, and 
rehabilitation of about 75,000 units annually and a 
cumulative total of more than 2.5 million units since its 
inception in 1986. However, lower-income renters living 
in LIHTC units often require additional subsidies to 
make this housing affordable. 

With many LIHTC units now approaching the end 
of their affordability periods, preservation of these 
affordable rentals is urgent. Rental properties built 
with tax credits generally have a 30-year affordability 
requirement, although some states impose longer peri-
ods. But owners can essentially void that requirement 
after 15 years through qualified contracts. Indeed, the 

National Council of State Housing Agencies found that  
use of qualified contracts resulted in the loss of more 
than 10,000 LIHTC units annually. 

HUD’s project-based Section 8 program subsidizes 1.3 
million units. Like LIHTC units, Section 8 housing 
has a set affordability period. While most contracts 
are renewed, the Public and Affordable Housing and 
Research Corporation and NLIHC estimate that nearly 
3,000 Section 8 units left the affordable stock in 2020. 
The affordability restrictions on more than 100,000 
additional units are set to expire before 2025.

Meanwhile, the number of units supported under the 
public housing program has declined to about 958,000. 
Poor construction quality and a massive backlog of 
maintenance needs threaten this aging stock. Indeed, 
NAHRO estimated that this deferred investment would 
cost $81 billion in 2020. However, the Rental Assistance 
Demonstration program (RAD), launched in 2012, has 
provided a stable funding source for the renovation or 
replacement of public housing units by converting them 
to longer-term project-based Section 8 contracts. But 
because tax credits are frequently used in RAD conver-
sions to finance redevelopment, this effectively limits 
the ability of the LIHTC program to expand the afford-
able supply.

The imminent loss of thousands of USDA-subsidized 
properties illustrates the preservation challenges that 
come without further investment. At its peak in the 
1970s, the program subsidized more than 30,000 units 
per year in rural communities. But by 2011 when the last 
construction loans were issued, that number was down 
to less than 1,000 units. The affordability requirements 
on these units end when the mortgages mature or when 
eligible property owners prepay the loans. According to 
the Housing Assistance Council, an average of 2,000 
units per year will leave the program from 2022 to 2027, 
with all 400,000 units exiting by 2050. Mortgage prepay-
ments would only accelerate these losses. 

Despite their limitations, both supply-side and ten-
ant-based programs are essential to creating a com-
prehensive housing safety net. Historic investments 
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in affordable housing included in the Build Back 
Better bill would make major advances toward this 
goal, including funding to raise the number of hous-
ing vouchers, preserve public housing, and increase 
the capacity of the Housing Trust Fund. This type 
of large-scale, multifaceted strategy is crucial for 
increasing affordable housing options for lowest-
income renters.

STATE AND LOCAL ADDITIONS TO SUPPLY 

While only the federal government has the resources 
and reach to meet the scale of need, state and local 
governments have deployed a variety of financing and 
regulatory strategies to expand the affordable hous-
ing supply. In particular, the Center for Community 
Change reports that 815 state and local housing trust 
funds across the country raise more than $2.5 billion 
per year to meet local needs. States also generated 
funds for affordable housing with the sale of multifam-
ily bonds that supported construction of about 46,000 
affordable rental units in 2019.

Although state and local regulatory changes do not 
necessarily spur production, they do remove some of 
the barriers to rental housing development. One reform 
that has gained traction in recent years is to allow con-
struction of more housing types in locations that had 
previously been zoned only for single-family detached 
homes. Minneapolis paved the way for this change in 
2018, followed by the State of Oregon the next year. In 
2021, California passed a law allowing construction of 
duplexes on lots zoned for single-family homes, and sev-
eral states and cities are considering similar measures.

Allowing accessory dwelling units (ADUs) can also 
increase the rental supply in neighborhoods dominated 
by single-family housing. After California required cit-
ies to allow ADUs in 2016, permits ramped up from less 
than 1,000 each year to 12,000 in 2019. A survey conducted 
by Berkeley researchers found that most homeowners 
building ADUs intended the units for rental. But despite 
the regulatory change, the Center for Community 
Innovation noted that financing, lack of awareness, and 
lack of interest remained barriers to ADU construction.

Inclusionary zoning is another regulatory approach 
that states and localities are taking to expand the 
affordable supply. A Grounded Solutions Network 
(GSN) survey identified 672 inclusionary zoning 
programs with a rental housing component in 34 
states. These programs are heavily concentrated in 
California, Massachusetts, and New Jersey, where 
there are statewide requirements or incentives. GSN 
data indicate that these regulations have resulted in 
construction of at least 61,000 new affordable rental 
units, with each program adding an average of 192 
units. However, a limitation of inclusionary zoning as 
a means of expanding the affordable supply is that it 
depends on new construction projects, which can be 
a challenge in areas with low demand or significant 
barriers to multifamily development. 

OUTSIZED RISKS FROM CLIMATE CHANGE

In just the first nine months of 2021, the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
identified 18 weather- and climate-related events that 
each caused at least $1 billion in damage and had a 
combined cost of $104.8 billion, far exceeding the aver-
age for the past four decades. Renter households are 
under both physical and financial threat from the 
growing number and severity of these storms, floods, 
wildfires, and other hazards. And with sea-level rise, 
occupants of basement apartments in coastal areas 
are particularly vulnerable.

Even so, renters receive much less assistance after 
disasters than homeowners. A 2019 HUD analysis 
of Community Development Block Grant–Disaster 
Recovery spending found that only $3.05 billion of the 
grants issued from 2006 to 2015 went to affordable rent-
al housing construction or rental assistance—about an 
eighth of the funding allocated to housing activities. In 
contrast, homeowner compensation totaled $13.6 bil-
lion, or more than half of that funding. 

The timing of relief was problematic as well. Funding 
for rental assistance took an average of three years to 
be expended, while funding for new affordable rental 
housing construction took an average of 4.6 years. 
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These delays likely led to displacement of residents and 
losses of damaged rental housing.

Making matters worse, many renter households lack the 
financial resources to evacuate, information about disas-
ter risks, and adequate insurance coverage. American 
Housing Survey data for 2017 show that nearly 40 percent 
of all renters did not have the funds to leave their homes 
in an emergency—more than three times the share of 
homeowners. Disclosure laws also overlook renters. For 
example, of the 29 states with flood disclosure laws for 
homeowners, only Georgia requires disclosures to renters. 
This combination of resource constraints and imperfect 
information likely contributes to the low takeup of renter 
insurance policies, which only about 40 percent of house-
holds buy. Even for those with insurance, traditional poli-
cies do not generally cover flood damage.

OBSTACLES TO AN ENERGY-EFFICIENT STOCK 

The residential sector accounts for approximate-
ly a fifth of the nation’s greenhouse gas emissions. 

Although rental units consume less energy on average 
than owner-occupied housing, their carbon footprint 
is still significant. And even before the pandemic, the 
inefficiency of the rental stock left many households 
struggling to pay high energy bills. 

The severe winter storms and unprecedented heat 
waves over the past year have added to the financial 
pressures on renter households. The Household Pulse 
Survey for the third quarter of 2021 found that over 
40 percent of renters had cut back spending on basic 
necessities such as food or medicine to pay a monthly 
energy bill at least once in the previous year (Figure 31). 
The share of renters earning under $25,000 making this 
tradeoff was fully 56 percent, including a fifth that sac-
rificed on other essentials almost every month. 

Several obstacles stand in the way of improving the 
energy efficiency of the rental stock and reducing 
utility costs for renter households. Like disaster 
relief and other government policies, programs that 
promote upgrades to energy efficiency focus largely 
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on homeowners. A 2017 report from the American 
Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy found that 
out of 51 metro areas, 38 had programs serving mul-
tifamily properties, with 15 of those programs target-
ing low-income households. On average, however, 
spending on upgrades to multifamily units accounted 
for only 6 percent of total energy efficiency spending 
in all 51 metros. 

The lack of programs for rental housing is especial-
ly problematic given that property owners have lit-
tle incentive to improve the efficiency of their units 
because they often do not pay for utilities. Indeed, near-
ly 90 percent of renters pay for their own electricity 
use, and two-thirds of those with gas heat pay for those 
costs. As a result, property owners do not directly ben-
efit from investing in efficiency retrofits, while tenants 
would benefit but lack the authority—and typically the 
resources—to make improvements themselves. 

Because of these split incentives, federal subsidies are 
essential. To this end, the Infrastructure Investment 
and Jobs Act provides $3.5 billion in additional fund-
ing for the Weatherization Assistance Program, which 
supports efficiency retrofits to units occupied by low-
income households, including renters (with landlord 
approval). The Build Back Better Act could also include 
$6 billion in rebates for energy retrofits and $2.2 billion 
in rebates for electrification projects, with an addi-
tional $3.8 billion for projects undertaken for low- and 
moderate-income households or in tribal communities. 

THE OUTLOOK

The events of the past two years have intensified the 
longstanding challenges that many renter households 
face, ranging from cost burdens and a lack of hous-
ing options to outsized risk of harm and displacement 

from climate-related events. The financial fallout from 
the ongoing public health crisis now threatens the 
housing security of millions of struggling households. 
Although a series of federal interventions has succeed-
ed so far in mitigating the risks, the government must 
now take bold, far-reaching measures to shore up the 
housing safety net and expand the affordable rental 
housing supply.

As it is, historic investments in emergency assistance 
and eviction prevention programs have shown the 
power of timely government action to keep most 
vulnerable renters safely housed. This experience 
has also demonstrated that greatly expanding rental 
assistance is possible as well as necessary, inspiring a 
variety of proposals to achieve that end. At the same 
time, it is clear that state and local governments 
need additional capacity to administer assistance 
programs. Indeed, regardless of the level of funding 
that Congress ultimately approves, more efficient 
systems to deliver that aid are essential.

Longer term, however, building more affordable rent-
al housing is crucial—not only to alleviate some of 
the pressures on lower-income households but also 
to ensure equal opportunity to those long under-
served by and discriminated against in the hous-
ing market. Significant spending is also needed to 
improve the resiliency, sustainability, and accessibil-
ity of the existing stock. While the private sector has 
an important role to play in all these efforts, it is up 
to the public sector to craft well-designed regula-
tory and fiscal incentives that will spur substantial 
investment in affordable housing. Adding to the rent-
al stock, together with expanded assistance, would 
go a long way to ensuring that every person has an 
affordable home and to eliminating longstanding 
inequities in the housing market. 
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