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Housing Investments in Build Back Better Would 
Address Pressing Unmet Needs 

By Will Fischer 

 
Tens of millions of people around the country struggle to afford safe, adequate housing. In 2019, 

23 million people lived in households with low incomes that paid more than half of their income for 
rent and utilities.1 And sharply rising rents and utility costs in recent months as well as continued 
employment uncertainty for some due to the pandemic have made it even more difficult for many 
renters to afford housing. Households with unaffordable housing costs risk homelessness, eviction, 
overcrowding, and living in substandard housing — conditions that can compromise their health 
and safety — and are often forced to cut back on necessities like food and medicine in order to pay 
the rent. Well-designed rental assistance programs such as Housing Choice Vouchers have proven 
highly effective at reducing homelessness and other pressing housing problems but have never 
received anywhere near the funding required to meet the need.  

 
The House-passed Build Back Better legislation contains more than $170 billion in housing 

investments to begin to address this unmet need. The legislation includes funds for about 300,000 
new housing vouchers, a particularly urgent measure right now because vouchers could quickly 
reduce the cost of housing for renters who receive them, at a time when rents are surging in much 
of the country. It also includes other housing investments that would benefit households with the 
greatest need, including affordable housing development through the national Housing Trust Fund 
and badly needed renovations to the nation’s public housing.   

 
As lawmakers seek a compromise agreement on Build Back Better, they should retain meaningful 

investments in vouchers and other well-targeted housing assistance, which would substantially 
reduce some of the most severe hardship that exists in the United States today. 

 
Severe Housing Needs Are Widespread and Carry Heavy Cost 

Large numbers of low-income people struggle to afford housing in every state and in rural, 
suburban, and urban areas. Difficulty affording adequate housing is also widespread among low-
income people of all racial groups, but it is disproportionately common among people of color due 
to a long history of discrimination in housing, employment, and other areas. More than 60 percent 

 
1 These households included 7.4 million children, 8.0 million working adults, 2.9 million seniors, 4.1 million people with 
disabilities, and 660,000 veterans.   
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of people experiencing homelessness and more than 50 percent of people in low-income renter 
households who pay over half their income for rent and utilities are Black or Latino, even though 
those groups make up just 31 percent of the overall population.   
 

Households who pay a large share of their income for housing must typically shift money from 
other basic needs such as food, medicine, and clothing to help pay the rent. Many are just one 
setback away — a reduction in work hours or unexpected expense such as a needed car repair, for 
example — from losing their homes. According to survey data collected between December 29, 
2021 and January 10, 2022, over 11.5 million adult renters were behind on rent, and nearly half of 
them reported that they were either very or somewhat likely to face eviction in the next two months. 

 
High housing costs also force many renters to live in overcrowded or substandard homes. These 

conditions can place residents’ health and safety at risk, as was demonstrated tragically by fires in 
overcrowded buildings in New York City and Philadelphia during January 2022 that killed 29 people, 
including 17 children. And many people can’t afford housing at all. The Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) estimates that 1.45 million people experienced sheltered homelessness 
(meaning they stayed in emergency shelters, safe havens, or transitional housing) at some point 
during 2018, the most recent year for which data are available. 2 HUD’s annual single-night count in 
January 2020 found that more than 580,000 people were homeless. 

 
Each of these housing problems — high rent burdens, housing instability, overcrowding, 

substandard housing, and homelessness — has been linked to serious adverse effects on children’s 
health and development. And each affects a large number of children around the country. For 
example, children under 1 year old experience sheltered homelessness at a higher rate than any other 
age group.3 And during the 2019-2020 school year 1.3 million school-age children lived doubled up 
with another family (often in unstable and overcrowded housing arrangements), in shelters or hotels, 
or on the streets.4  

 
Emergency rental assistance enacted through December 2020 funding legislation and the March 

2021 American Rescue Plan has provided urgently needed help to households struggling to pay rent 
and utilities due to the pandemic and accompanying economic disruptions. But this funding will only 
cover part of the unmet need for rental assistance and only temporarily, so it is not an alternative to 
longer-term expansions of programs such as Housing Choice Vouchers. Some states and localities 
have already stopped providing emergency rental assistance to new families because they have 
allocated all their funds, and the program will exhaust its funding by late 2022 if it continues to 
provide assistance at its current pace nationally.   
 

 
2 Meghan Henry, Anna Mahathey, and Meghan Takashima, “The 2018 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to 
Congress, Part 2,” Department of Housing and Urban Development, September 2020,  
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2018-AHAR-Part-2.pdf. 
3 Marybeth Shinn and Jill Khadduri, In the Midst of Plenty: Homelessness and What to Do About It, Wiley Blackwell, 2020, p. 
19. 
4 National Center for Homeless Education, “Student Homelessness in America: School Years 2017-18 to 2019-20,” 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro, 2021, https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Student-
Homelessness-in-America-2021.pdf.  
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Moreover, most rental assistance provided through the relief bills is only permitted to cover 18 
months of rent and utility costs (including both ongoing costs and unpaid bills from prior months).5 
The assistance wasn’t widely available until 15 months after the pandemic began, so many families 
may use it mainly to repay rent and utility debt rather than to cover ongoing costs. But many low-
income renters — such as workers earning low wages and seniors and people with disabilities with 
low fixed incomes — will likely continue to struggle to afford housing going forward, particularly in 
the face of sharply rising rent and utility costs.    

 
Rental Assistance Is Highly Effective But Severely Underfunded  

High levels of housing-related hardship do not need to continue. In most similarly wealthy 
countries, a far lower share of renters pay over half their income for housing than in the United 
States.6 And in this country, rental assistance programs have proven highly effective at enabling 
people with low incomes to afford housing and could greatly reduce homelessness and other 
pressing housing problems if more adequately funded. 

 
Rigorous research finds that Housing Choice Vouchers, which help people with low incomes rent 

modest housing of their choice in the private market, sharply reduce homelessness among families 
with children. (See Figure 1.) Because stable, uncrowded housing is crucial to many aspects of a 
child’s life, studies also show that they have numerous other benefits. Children in families who 
received vouchers are less likely to be placed in foster care, switch schools less frequently, experience 
fewer sleep disruptions and behavioral problems, and are likelier to exhibit positive social behaviors 
such as offering to help others or treating younger children kindly. Vouchers also give families 
greater choice about where they live; when families use vouchers to move to lower-poverty 
neighborhoods, their children are more likely to attend college and earn more on average as adults.7  
  

 
5 In addition to the $47 billion for time-limited Emergency Rental Assistance provided in relief legislation enacted in 
2020 and 2021, the March 2021 American Rescue Plan also included $5 billion for 70,000 Emergency Housing Vouchers 
targeted on people experiencing or at risk of homelessness and survivors of domestic violence and human trafficking. 
These vouchers will assist participants for as long as they need help to afford housing, but after October 1, 2023 they 
cannot be reissued to new applicants as current voucher holders leave the program.  
6 Michael Carliner and Ellen Marya, “Rental Housing: An International Comparison,” Harvard Joint Center for Housing 
Studies, 2016, 
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/media/imp/international_rental_housing_carliner_marya.pdf. 
7 Will Fischer, Douglas Rice, and Alicia Mazzara, “Research Shows Rental Assistance Reduces Hardship and Provides 
Platform to Expand Opportunity for Low-Income Families,” CBPP, December 5, 2019, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/research-shows-rental-assistance-reduces-hardship-and-provides-platform-to-
expand. 
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FIGURE 1 

 
 
Vouchers also reduce homelessness and provide stable, affordable housing for households 

without children, including many seniors and people with disabilities, who often face serious housing 
affordability and access challenges.8 In addition, by lowering households’ rental costs, vouchers and 
other rental assistance leave them with more resources for other basic needs such as food or 
clothing. Rental assistance lifted more than 2.4 million people above the poverty line in 2020 under 
the federal government’s Supplemental Poverty Measure, which (unlike the official measure) counts 
non-cash benefits (like rental assistance) as well as cash income. Those lifted above the poverty line 
included 468,000 seniors and 785,000 children.9 

 
Despite these proven benefits, only 1 in 4 eligible households receive federal rental assistance due 

to funding limitations. (See Figure 2.) As a result, there are long waiting lists for assistance across the 
country — so long in some places that housing agencies have stopped taking applications.10 

 
 

8 Anna Bailey, Raquel de la Huerga, and Erik Gartland, “More Housing Vouchers Needed to Help People with 
Disabilities Afford Stable Homes in the Community,” CBPP, July 6, 2021, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/more-housing-vouchers-needed-to-help-people-with-disabilities-afford-stable-
homes.   
9 Liana E. Fox and Kalee Burns, “The Supplemental Poverty Measure: 2020,” U.S. Census Bureau, September 2021, 
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2021/demo/p60-275.pdf.  
10 Only two of the country’s 50 largest housing agencies have average wait times of under a year for families who have 
made it off of the voucher waiting list; the longest have average wait times of up to eight years. Millions of other eligible 
families never receive vouchers because their names never rise to the top of the waiting list or their housing agency has 
closed (or doesn’t keep) a waiting list. See Sonya Acosta and Erik Gartland, “Families Wait Years for Housing Vouchers 
Due to Inadequate Funding,” CBPP, July 22, 2021, https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/families-wait-years-for-
housing-vouchers-due-to-inadequate-funding.   
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FIGURE 2 

 
 
 

Housing Provisions of Build Back Better Would Substantially Reduce Hardship 
The House-passed Build Back Better bill would provide more than $170 billion for a range of 

measures to help make housing more affordable. They include $24 billion to expand the Housing 
Choice Voucher program — enough to fund more than 300,000 additional vouchers once the 
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expansion is fully phased in. Of these vouchers, about 80,000 would be set aside for people who are 
experiencing or at risk of homelessness and for survivors of domestic violence and human 
trafficking.  The remainder would be available to any extremely low-income households, defined as 
those with incomes below the federal poverty line or 30 percent of the local median, whichever is 
higher. 

 
The vouchers in Build Back Better would help nearly 700,000 people in over 300,000 households 

— including about 274,000 children, 76,000 seniors, and 138,000 people with disabilities — live in 
stable, affordable homes. The vouchers would lift about 250,000 people, including about 90,000 
children, above the poverty line.11 An estimated 70 percent of those assisted would be people of 
color.12 The vouchers would help people in a wide range of communities: 36 percent of vouchers are 
used in suburban areas and 11 percent in rural areas.13 

 
The bill also includes $65 billion to address unmet renovation needs in the nation’s public 

housing. Public housing provides affordable housing to more than 1.7 million low-income people, 
but due to a long history of inadequate federal funding, conditions in many developments are 
deteriorating. Build Back Better’s large investment in public housing would allow local agencies to 
make urgently needed repairs, improving living conditions for residents and protecting their health 
and safety. A large majority of public housing residents are children, seniors, or people with 
disabilities, and close to 70 percent are people of color.14  

 
In addition, the bill provides large amounts of funding to build and rehabilitate affordable 

housing, including $15 billion for the national Housing Trust Fund, $12 billion for the Low-Income 
Housing Tax Credit, and $10 billion for the HOME Investment Partnership, as well as smaller 
investments in several other programs. While vouchers alone are sufficient to help many low-income 
households afford housing and can deliver assistance to them promptly, investments in development 
and renovation are needed to accomplish many important longer-term goals. These include 
increasing the housing supply in tight markets, improving energy efficiency, addressing health and 
safety risks such as inadequate fire alarms and sprinkler systems, and making more units accessible 
to people with disabilities. Among housing development programs, lawmakers should place the 
highest priority on funding the Housing Trust Fund because it is more tightly targeted than other 
programs on providing housing that is affordable to people with the lowest incomes.   

 
The House bill also includes smaller — but still important — funding for other well-targeted 

programs. These include $1 billion for affordable housing in tribal and Native Hawaiian areas,15 $1 

 
11 CBPP analysis of the Census Bureau’s March 2019 Current Population Survey. These estimates use the Supplemental 
Poverty Measure and reflect a pre-pandemic economy. 
12 Ann Oliva, “BBB Includes Major Investments in Housing Affordability,” CBPP, November 4, 2021, 
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/bbb-includes-major-investments-in-housing-affordability. 
13 CBPP, “Policy Basics: The Housing Choice Voucher Program,” updated April 12, 2021, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/the-housing-choice-voucher-program.  
14 Will Fischer, Sonya Acosta, and Anna Bailey, “An Agenda for the Future of Public Housing,” CBPP, March 11, 2021, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/an-agenda-for-the-future-of-public-housing.  
15 Sonya Acosta, “Tribal Housing Funding a Critical Component of Build Back Better,” CBPP, December 9, 2021, 
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/tribal-housing-funding-a-critical-component-of-build-back-better.  
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billion for Project-Based Rental Assistance, and $500 million apiece for the Section 811 and Section 
202 supportive housing programs for people with disabilities and seniors, respectively. 

 
If policymakers reduce the housing investments in Build Back Better as part of a compromise 

agreement, they should prioritize the bill’s funding for programs targeted on renters with incomes 
around or below the poverty line, including Housing Choice Vouchers, public housing, and the 
national Housing Trust Fund. Households with incomes at that level are far more likely than 
households with incomes above the poverty line to struggle to keep a roof over their heads; helping 
them afford housing would do more to reduce hardship and racial inequity than assistance targeted 
further up the income scale. Such help would also be very timely given the nation’s large unmet 
housing needs and high costs, which are expected to persist after the pandemic ends. 


