
 
 

   
 

Expanding the Housing Choice Voucher Program to Improve Housing 
Affordability and Economic Security for the Lowest-Income Families  

The economic impact of the coronavirus pandemic has shone additional light on the ongoing 
housing affordability crisis that affects millions of low-income renters each year, along with the 
associated risks of eviction, homelessness and financial insecurity. A significant expansion of the 
Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program, which provides rental support to the most 
disadvantaged families, would help address this crisis. Doing so will reduce poverty, increase 
housing stability and support the broader economy. Though significant investments in housing 
supply are needed to fully address the housing crisis, vouchers are the best policy option to 
ensure the lowest-income Americans can quickly access stable housing. 

The U.S. faces a rental affordability crisis, and only one in four eligible families are currently 
able to access vouchers that provide stable, affordable housing  
Recent evidence shows how the private rental housing market has failed to provide affordable 
units for the lowest-income Americans. One measure from the National Low Income Housing 
Coalition (NLIHC) found that in 2019 there were only 37 available affordable units for every 
100 extremely low-income renter households. This shortfall helps explain why 10.3 million of 
the lowest-income Americans were spending over half of their income on rent (known as being 
“severely housing cost burdened”) even before the pandemic.1 Now, with 4.5 million low-
income renter households behind on their rent,2 housing costs making up an average of 40% of a 
low-income family’s budget and rents going up across the country, the issue is even more dire. 
This affordable housing shortfall hits families of color especially hard, as Black and Hispanic 
renters are far more likely than white renters to be severely cost-burdened.  

Figure 1: The lowest-income renter families have the least access to affordable housing 

Source: NLIHC tabulations of 2019 ACS PUMS data. AMI = Area Median Income 

https://reports.nlihc.org/sites/default/files/gap/Gap-Report_2021.pdf
https://reports.nlihc.org/sites/default/files/gap/Gap-Report_2021.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/demo/tables/hhp/2021/wk36/housing1b_week36.xlsx
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Costs-Brief.pdf
https://www.apartmentlist.com/research/national-rent-data
https://www.enterprisecommunity.org/blog/12/20/black-renters-entered-pandemic-facing-significant-housing-challenges
https://reports.nlihc.org/sites/default/files/gap/Gap-Report_2021.pdf
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The federal HCV program helps families afford stable housing through subsidies that ensure 
most participants pay no more than 30% of their income towards rent. Families primarily qualify 
for vouchers if their income is low relative to their local Area Median Income, yet estimates find 
that only 1 in 4 eligible families actually receives federal rental assistance. Due to insufficient 
program funding, families are waitlisted for an average of 2.5 years before getting a voucher, and 
only 2.3 million of the 10.3 million potentially eligible families described above currently 
receive the benefit. In contrast, the mortgage interest deduction provides a subsidy to reduce the 
cost of homeownership to every higher-income American who qualifies, exacerbating housing 
inequality. 

Funding the voucher program to cover the lowest-income and most cost-burdened renters 
would help house 7.6 million families, cut poverty and provide long-term benefits for children  
The NLIHC estimated that roughly 7.6 million families both met the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) definition of extremely low-income (earning less than 30% of the 
relevant Area Median Income) and were spending over half their income on rent in 2019. 
Congress should increase funding for the voucher program in the upcoming budget reconciliation 
package to ensure that these families can receive the support they need. 

Research shows that expanding the voucher program would: 

• significantly reduce poverty, 
• reduce racial and ethnic disparities in housing security, 
• decrease the likelihood that families experience homelessness, and 
• improve a number of other health and well-being metrics for children and adults. 

Helping the lowest-income families access housing vouchers could increase their disposable 
income by $33.3 billion 
An estimate from the Public and Affordable Housing Research Corporation (PAHRC) found that 
expanding the HCV program would boost annual disposable income by an average of $4,400 per 
participating family.3 Expanding the voucher program to cover the 7.6 million neediest families 
would increase their disposable income by an estimated $33.3 billion which could cover the 
costs of household necessities, investments in their children, financial emergencies or other 
important purchases. 

Because low-wealth families are more likely than high-wealth ones to spend additional income, 
policies that bolster incomes for disadvantaged families generate more spending in local 
economies and support the broader economy. This makes policies that primarily benefit high-
wealth families less effective at stimulating economic growth.  

  

https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/the-housing-choice-voucher-program
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/more-housing-vouchers-most-important-step-to-help-more-people-afford-stable-homes
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/families-wait-years-for-housing-vouchers-due-to-inadequate-funding
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/hcv/dashboard
https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-tax/federal-tax-expenditures
https://reports.nlihc.org/sites/default/files/gap/Gap-Report_2021.pdf
https://www.povertycenter.columbia.edu/news-internal/2021/section-8-housing-expansion-poverty-impact
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/expanding-housing-vouchers-would-cut-poverty-and-reduce-racial-disparities
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/FamilyOptionsStudySummaryReport.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/research-shows-rental-assistance-reduces-hardship-and-provides-platform-to-expand
https://www.pahrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Housing-Impact-Report-2019.pdf
https://www.bostonfed.org/publications/research-department-working-paper/2019/estimating-the-marginal-propensity-to-consume-using-the-distributions-income-consumption-wealth.aspx
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Table 1: State-by-state impacts of expanding the Housing Choice Voucher program to 
cover all lowest-income, high-need families 

Sources: JEC Democratic staff calculations based on NLIHC’s state-level estimates of the 
number of extremely-low income and severely cost-burdened renters, and PAHRC estimates of 

the increase in disposable income due to expanded rental assistance 

https://reports.nlihc.org/gap
https://www.pahrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Housing-Impact-Report-2019.pdf
https://www.pahrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Housing-Impact-Report-2019.pdf
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Policymakers must improve the HCV program to fully realize these economy-wide benefits and 
ensure that families can successfully use their vouchers to access stable housing  
Recent HUD data shows that roughly 88% of families who received vouchers in 2021 were able 
to successfully lease a unit. Researchers and advocates have elevated several key programmatic 
fixes to the voucher program that can help more families with vouchers successfully find a home. 
These fixes include: 

• increasing the value of vouchers in higher-cost neighborhoods so that families can afford 
rental units in more areas; 

• barring landlords from discriminating against families who rely on vouchers to afford the 
rent; 

• hiring housing navigators to help families find units in competitive and stressful housing 
markets, especially in lower-poverty, high-opportunity neighborhoods; 

• providing flexible funds that families can use to afford costs like security deposits or 
application fees;  

• streamlining bureaucratic processes to make it easier for landlords to participate in the 
program and quickly get families into their units; and 

• providing backstops and/or incentives to landlords who may otherwise be hesitant to 
participate in the voucher program. 

These changes will improve both the family and landlord experience with the voucher program, 
which should increase the share of families who can successfully use their vouchers to rent a 
unit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 NLIHC GAP Report, combining 7.6 million extremely low-income + 2.1 million very low-income + 656k low-
income severely cost burdened renter families 
2 Using Housing Table 1b for Week 36, defining low-income as all households earning below $35,000.  
3Adjusts the $321 monthly increase to an annual amount, then adjusts from July 2015 dollars to July 2021 dollars 
using the BLS CPI calculator 

                                                 

https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/hcv/dashboard
https://localhousingsolutions.org/housing-policy-library/increased-voucher-payment-standards-in-high-cost-areas/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/prohibiting-discrimination-against-renters-using-housing-vouchers-improves-results
https://opportunityinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/cmto_programoverview.pdf
https://opportunityinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/cmto_programoverview.pdf
https://www.coons.senate.gov/news/press-releases/bipartisan-bill-seeks-to-expand-housing-choice-and-opportunity-for-low-income-families-in-rental-assistance-program
https://www.hudoig.gov/reports-publications/memorandum/use-landlord-incentives-housing-choice-voucher-program
https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm
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