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The current challenges facing housing markets across the United States are 
in many ways unprecedented. Rents, and rent burdens, are at all-time highs, 
house prices are out of reach for many households, the available stock of for-
sale units in many markets remain low, and there is uncertainty about what 
homeownership rates will look like for future generations.

Rising rents have exacerbated other problems, too, 
like tenant displacement and homelessness. After the 
Great Depression, the U.S. government created a series 
of market-stabilizing institutions and programs that 
reshaped the housing landscape.1,2 But policymakers 
have done nothing along those lines in response to the 
country’s current challenges.

One response to our current housing challenges is 
to increase the supply of housing, but the private mar-
ket has failed to produce the number of units being 
demanded at different price points.3 The likelihood 
that the government will have to play a larger role in 
addressing issues of housing affordability is increasing. 
However, the fact that some forms of public involve-
ment in housing markets, such as exclusionary land 
use policies, may run counter to the country’s housing 
goals highlights the necessity for policy responses that 
are multipronged and nuanced. 

In this Issue Brief, I note some of the demographic 
and economic changes that are reconfiguring the U.S. 
housing landscape based off my research and work 

SUMMARY

•	 Recent demographic changes—the sharp increase in single-person 

households, especially among single individuals over the age of 65, 

as well as racial disparities in homeownership and the increasing 

cost burden of home rentals—are underscoring the need for a new 

vision with respect to U.S. housing policy. 

•	 This Issue Brief lays out several policy prescriptions for improving 

housing affordability and fairness, both for renters and owners: 

modifying the federal Housing Choice Voucher program as well as 

local and state land-use regulations; investing in the maintenance 

of existing affordable housing stock; making good on HUD’s Affir-

matively Furthering Fair Housing requirements so  as to reduce fair 

housing barriers; and promoting financing programs for retrofitting 

existing low-income housing, to increase energy efficiency and 

reduce overall costs.

•	 While each of these recommendations would be beneficial in and of 

themselves, what the U.S. ultimately needs is a broader and more 

complete national strategy for housing policy.
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done with colleagues.4 I then recom-
mend several policy prescriptions—
based on empirical evidence from my 
research and that of colleagues across 
the field—for addressing different 
issues that have arisen in this era of 
housing policy. While these solutions 
address some of our current problems, 
they are not a replacement for a much 
needed comprehensive national hous-
ing policy.

CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS 
AND ECONOMICS

The lack of vision in crafting 
housing policy has been a problem 
for some time, but the need has never 
been more pressing. Consider the 
following demographic and economic 
shifts already underway. These are by 
no means the only changes occur-
ring, but they reveal the importance 
of addressing the country’s housing 
challenges now.

Household Age and Size: Two of 
the demographic trends that will 
shape the future of housing in the 
U.S. are the simultaneous increases 
in single-person households and in 
those of people over age 65. Research 
shows that single-person house-

holds increased by 6 million, or 22% 
since 2000, further increasing the 
demand for housing.5 In addition, by 
2030 there will be nearly 47 million 
households heads over 65, which will 
constitute an increase of 20 million 
since 2015.6 

Household Race: The subprime 
crisis and subsequent Great Recession 
hit Black homeowners particularly 
hard (see Figure 1). Overall, home-
ownership rates have increased the last 
20 years for Latinx and Asian Ameri-
can households, but for Black house-
holds the homeownership rate in 2017 
was almost identical to that of 1995. 
All gains in Black homeownership 
rates between 1995 and 2005 were 

erased during the housing bust. Preda-
tory loan products targeted minor-
ity households, clustered in certain 
neighborhoods. As a result of those 
products and the subsequent federal 
response, a large share of affected 
Black homeowners were left with 
lower home values.  Such inequities in 
both homeownership rates and wealth 
creation through homeownership are 
a product of discriminatory housing 
policies and financial products, and 
these disparities will only compound 
if they are not explicitly addressed. 
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FIGURE 1: HOMEOWNERSHIP RATES BY RACE/ETHNICITY OF HOUSEHOLD HEAD, 
1995-2017
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Cost Burden: In 2017, nearly 31% 
of all households and 46% of rent-
ers spent over 30% of their income 
on rent. The situation is far worse for 
low-income households. Among U.S. 
households with incomes less than 
$20,000, the share that were rent 
burdened in 2017 stood at a stagger-
ing 88.4%, whereas less than 1% of 
households in this bracket spent less 
than 20% of their income on rent (see 
Figure 2). There is increasing evidence 
that households lack the ability to find 
cheaper housing on their own—in 
their own market or a neighboring 
one—since the stock of affordable 
private market housing units are a 
fraction of the demand. 

POLICY PRESCRIPTIONS

When considering the demo-
graphic and economic changes above, 
a common problem evident among 
them is the clear need for improving 
housing affordability and fairness—
both for renters and owners. With 
U.S. housing markets in their fifth 
year of modest recovery, now is the 
time to make up lost ground in think-
ing about the future of U.S. housing 
policy. 

Today, amid rising concerns 
about rental affordability, fair hous-
ing, displacement, and homeowner-
ship opportunities, there remains 
significant uncertainty about a federal 
commitment to fund housing. While 

there are many solutions that should 
be considered, here are five that I have 
found both effective and efficient in 
my own research, much of which is 
conducted with scholars across the 
U.S., and all of which is supported by 
findings from other housing research-
ers.

1. DEVELOPING A VIABLE SAFETY NET—
AND IMPROVING ACCESS—THROUGH 
A UNIVERSAL AND FLEXIBLE VOUCHER 
ENTITLEMENT PROGRAM
The country’s largest affordable rental 
housing program, the Housing Choice 
Voucher (HCV) program, which 
currently serves nearly 2.5 million 
households, needs to be made more 
flexible to deal with a greater variety 
of local housing market conditions, 
as well as more attractive to private 
landlords. Most markets have signifi-
cant or even closed waiting lists for 
federal Section 8 vouchers and public 
housing units. In my current study of 
a recent housing voucher lottery in 
Los Angeles, I examine the implica-
tions of an intriguing situation: only 
20,000 households were selected for 
the voucher waiting list out of nearly 
170,000 who applied and 600,000 
who were potentially eligible to apply. 

Nationally, one-third of house-
holds who receive rental-housing 
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18		Howell, K., Mueller, E., & Wilson, B. B. (2019), “One size fits 
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19		Steil, J., & Kelly, N. (2019), “The Fairest of Them All: Ana-
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20		Reina, V., Rodriguez, A. and Fadullon, A.  Housing, Planning, 
and Public Participation. Working Paper. 

21		Kontokosta, C. E., Reina, V., & Bonczak, B. (2018). Energy 
Cost Burdens for Low-Income and Minority Households in 
Six US Cities: Evidence from Energy Benchmarking and 
Audit Data. Available at SSRN 3295367. 

22		Reina, V. J., & Kontokosta, C. (2017). “Low hanging fruit? 
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housing.” Energy Policy, 106, 505-513.
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subsidies must wait 30 months—a fig-
ure that does not include those areas 
where waiting lists are closed—until 
a voucher or subsidized unit becomes 
available.7 Researchers have argued 
that vouchers should be an entitle-
ment for the lowest income house-
holds, instead of maintaining the 
current lottery system.8 Such policies 
would reduce the negative incentives 
associated with obtaining, or losing, 
this scarce resource, thus making the 
program more efficient and cost effec-
tive.  

We also know that the voucher 
program can be modified in other 
ways to make it more efficient.  For 
example, the adoption of the Small 
Area Fair Market Rents (SAFMRs) 
program allows housing authorities to 
calculate voucher rent limits at a zip-
code level and is a sensible change to 
the program. My own research shows 
that an adjustment to a SAFMR 
method allows households to access 
units that were above HUD’s previ-
ous voucher rent limit, and it increases 
the number of households able to 
access higher opportunity neighbor-
hoods (i.e., those with better schools 
and lower vacancy and poverty rates) 
in several markets.9 Evidence from 
HUD itself shows that this kind of 
policy produces better outcomes and 

is cost effective,10 and this program 
has now been expanded to 24 sites. 
While evidence also reveals that 
vouchers are not perfect, and that 
many property owners refuse to even 
accept the subsidy, making adjust-
ments like this will be important for 
ensuring that low-income households 
have a housing safety net. 11

2. FEDERAL GUIDANCE AND FUNDING 
FOR INCREASING PRIVATE MARKET 
HOUSING AND ACCESS
Stringent land use regulations are 
highly correlated with higher housing 
prices.12 Many of the localities that 
have the most stringent regulations, 
such as San Francisco and New York 
City, are also places that show local 
skepticism that increasing the supply 
of housing will reduce rent burdens, 
despite evidence to the contrary.13 

Land-use regulation are largely 
a state and local matter. This type of 
regulation dictates what type of hous-
ing can be built where, but by doing 
so, compounds spatial inequities in 
access to services and wealth building 
opportunities. It is time for federal 
policymakers to reconsider their 
traditional hands-off approach to local 
zoning.

In consideration of this need, 
HUD developed a Housing Devel-

opment Toolkit during the Obama 
Administration.14 This toolkit was 
meant to be a resource that munici-
palities could use to understand how 
local zoning might be adjusted to 
be less restrictive and exclusive, and 
HUD intended it to be coupled with 
a grant program that incentivized 
such changes. Rolled out in late 2016, 
the grant program was never funded 
and it is unclear if any municipalities 
ever used the toolkit. Recent attempts 
by Governor Newsom in California 
to take more punitive measures and 
attach adjustments to local zoning and 
housing production to other forms of 
funding, such as transportation fund-
ing, represents another model that 
can be even more effective if done at a 
federal level.

 Changes to zoning cannot be 
viewed as a silver bullet, however, 
because of inevitable local “Not In 
My Backyard” tactics, but they are a 
pre-requisite for any viable housing 
solution.

NOTES	

Furman Center for Real Estate and Urban Policy.
24		For example, others have proposed giving tax credits to 

low-income renters to balance the mortgage interest de-
duction available to homeowners as in this report: Galante, 
C., Reid, C., & Decker, N. (2016), “The FAIR tax credit: A 
proposal for a federal assistance in rental credit to support 
low-income renters,” Berkeley: The Terner Center for Hous-
ing Innovation, University of California.
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3. INCREASING HOUSING STABILITY AND 
SUPPLY THROUGH GOVERNMENT SUP-
PORT FOR NEW AND EXISTING AFFORD-
ABLE HOUSING 
Based on filtering theory, afford-
able housing can be understood as a 
product of units that have depreciated 
enough to become affordable. This 
approach to ensuring that afford-
able housing exists is problematic not 
only because it relies on units actually 
being built and filtering down, which 
is not happening in many markets, but 
it also implies that low-income house-
holds should always live in the units 
with the least demand and therefore 
of lower quality and with access to less 
desirable local amenities. 

The largest federal subsidy pro-
gram for the production of affordable 
housing is the Low-Income Housing 
Tax Credit (LIHTC) program. While 
over two million units have been 
developed through this program, these 
units still represent a small share of 
the overall affordable housing stock. 
Furthermore, there are almost three 
times as many households who qualify 
for subsidized housing than receive 
it.15 The federal government cannot 
subsidize the development of enough 
housing units to fully address the cur-
rent lack of affordable housing on its 
own, but that does not mean it should 
not increase its support for such 
production programs. In particular, 
the federal government should expand 
subsidy programs that target the low-
est income households and provide a 
deep enough subsidy to ensure they 
are not rent burdened.  There are 
many ways this can be done, including 
offering new project-based Section 
8 contracts, expanding allocations of 
Section 8 vouchers, and also expand-
ing flexibility on the project-basing of 
those vouchers. 

In the coming years much of the 
country’s existing federally subsidized 
housing supply will need to be recapi-
talized or will no longer be bounded 
by affordability restrictions.16 Many 
of these units are located in higher 
performing neighborhoods where few 
affordable housing units remain.17 
The time for preserving much of the 
existing affordable housing stock in 
the U.S. is rapidly approaching. Col-
laborations between HUD and state 
housing finance agencies, combined 
with the use of local data, have yielded 
positive outcomes for some regions 
trying to address issues of housing 
affordability.18 But future efforts will 
only be successful with additional 
federal resources. 

4. A STRONGER FAIR HOUSING PROCESS
Under the Obama Administration, 
HUD promulgated new fair housing 
requirements known as Affirmatively 
Furthering Fair Housing (AFFH), 
which required communities receiving 
HUD funding to establish goals and 
priorities to eliminate fair housing 
barriers. There is evidence that this 
is a good start, with new fair hous-
ing plans producing more informed 
and tangible goals and quantifiable 
outcomes than previous ones.19 My 
own research with Akira Rodriguez 
and Anne Faddulon has shown that 
in Philadelphia, the act of making 
the plan itself has resulted in new 
coalitions and resources around fair 
housing.20However, the planning 
process itself, like the act of addressing 
fair housing head on, is complex. 

The Trump Administration 
recently delayed the need for cities 
to meet this requirement until after 
2020. To date, there has been no sig-
nificant movement from the current 
administration on developing a clear 

path forward on fair housing despite a 
clear need to address this issue.

5. PROMOTING FINANCING SCHEMES FOR 
RETROFITTING EXISTING HOUSING
Low-income households are more 
likely to live in poorer quality housing 
(i.e., units with inefficient or defective 
structures and appliances) by virtue of 
their price points. My research with 
Constantine Kontokosta shows that 
these households face higher utility 
costs due to poor housing quality, and 
that there is a distinct opportunity to 
retrofit such properties.21 Retrofits 
can help prevent housing units from 
falling into disrepair, reduce utility 
cost burdens, and garner a decent 
return on investment. Policymakers 
could explore the development of 
financing programs that promote ret-
rofits in exchange for a commitment 
from owners to maintain their unit(s) 
at an affordable rent.

Inequities in utility cost burdens 
also persist in existing subsidized 
housing. The rules governing subsi-
dized housing programs often disin-
centivize owner investments in energy 
efficient upgrades, and also reduce 
a tenant’s ability or desire to reduce 
consumption levels.22 This presents an 
opportunity for the federal govern-
ment to make adjustments to existing 
programs—an approach which does 
not require congressional approval—
to increase the energy efficiency of 
its subsidized housing units, reduce 
costs, and increase investments, thus 
ensuring the viability and affordability 
of this housing supply in the long-
term.23
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CONCLUSION 

The U.S. does not yet have a 
national vision of what housing policy 
should be, but it needs one. The housing 
problems that plague neighborhoods, 
cities, counties, and states are manifest 
across the country, even if they differ in 
their specifics. Many of these realities 
are a result of federal policies or a lack 
thereof. Policymakers and researchers 
often approach one aspect of housing 
in isolation—for example, the need 
to reduce rent burdens or to increase 
homeownership rates or to promote 
access to opportunity neighborhoods—
but linking all of these conversations is 
critical. While there are many ideas that 
should be considered,  this Issue Brief 
highlights some of the important policy 
implications supported by research.24 
These recommendations would be 
beneficial, but in no way replace the 
need for a broader housing vision and 
strategy.
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