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State and Local Policymakers Should Invest in Rental 
Assistance to Reduce Homelessness and Increase 

Economic Security  
 By Mari Castaldi and Urvi Patel 

 
Everyone needs and should have a place they can call 

home. A large body of research shows that access to stable 
housing can improve health, support child development, 
and advance long-term economic outcomes for people and 
families.1 Yet housing is unaffordable for more people than 
ever in the United States,2 including most low-income 
renters.3 For people with the lowest incomes, high housing 
costs stretch budgets for families struggling to afford the 
basics, forcing them to choose between paying for housing, 
food, health care, and saving for emergencies. The gap 
between housing costs and incomes also drives increasing rates of eviction and is a root cause of the 
nation’s homelessness crisis, which left at least 771,000 people without stable housing on a given 
night in 2024.4  

 
These hardships have far-reaching consequences for people and families — but they are not 

inevitable. They result from policy choices, like underinvesting in public and affordable housing, 
which can be solved through equitable and effective housing policies and public investments.  

 
Rental assistance is a powerful tool states can use to make housing affordable. Rental assistance 

programs help cover the gap between what a household can afford to pay in rent (typically 30 
percent of their income) and the actual cost of rent. Rental assistance can be tenant-based 
(supplementing tenant income to bridge the gap between housing costs and incomes in housing of 
their choice) or project-based (tied to a particular development or housing unit, aimed at bringing 
down the cost of that housing to a level the tenant can afford). Numerous studies show that robust, 
need-based rental assistance reduces poverty, homelessness, and housing instability, advances racial 
equity, and increases access to low-poverty, high-resource communities for those who might 
otherwise be priced out of them.5 

 
 Most existing rental assistance resources come from federal rental assistance programs, including 

Housing Choice Vouchers, Project-Based Rental Assistance, and public housing among other 
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programs, which help 10.1 million low-income people in 5.2 million households afford the rent.6  
Despite the documented benefits households experience when they can access need-based rental 
assistance, a mere 23 percent of households who are eligible for federal rental assistance get it due to 
inadequate federal funding.  

 

State Rental Assistance Innovations Can Serve as a Model for the Federal 

Government  

The widely felt and escalating housing crisis has created new urgency for policymakers, especially 
at the state and local levels, to act. Federal policymakers should increase funding for rental assistance 
until it is universally available to people with low incomes facing housing cost burdens — starting 
with people with the lowest incomes — and make improvements to remove barriers and improve 
equity and effectiveness in the program.7 However, the Trump Administration’s and Republican-led 
Congress’s housing policy priorities are poised to worsen homelessness and erect new, unjust 
barriers to housing assistance and other programs that help families meet their basic needs.8 As such, 
it has become even more crucial that state policymakers act to increase access to affordable housing 
and prevent the worst harms of the housing affordability crisis. One way to do this is through 
designing state rental assistance programs to help more people who are harmed by housing cost 
burden and at highest risk of homelessness.   
 

In fact, at least 35 states, as well as numerous local governments, already fund and operate their 
own smaller rental assistance programs, often alongside programs aimed at addressing housing 
affordability. Connecticut, Massachusetts, Minnesota, and New Jersey operate state-funded rental 
assistance programs that provide ongoing housing assistance to people with low incomes, similar to 
the federal Housing Choice Voucher program. Washington, D.C. also operates such programs. In 
just the past few years, several states — including Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New 
York, and Oregon — have funded new state rental assistance programs or expanded existing ones.9  

 
 These state rental assistance investments demonstrate how state leaders are stepping up to ensure 
their residents can access safe, affordable, and accessible housing, especially given challenging state 
budgeting environments and balanced budget requirements that can make sustainably funding 
significant, ongoing investments difficult. Despite these political hurdles, state policymakers should 
consider following and building on the momentum of numerous states with established ongoing 
funding for affordable housing programs, in some cases through dedicated revenue streams like real 
estate transfer taxes.10  

Ultimately, federal leaders should make rental assistance a guaranteed part of the budget and 
expand it so everyone who needs help can get it. States and localities can serve as models for how 
the federal government should strengthen and expand national rental assistance, alongside increasing 
supply and other prudent policies. Rental assistance is an investment that could increase housing and 
economic stability, catalyze affordable housing development, advance racial equity, and create 
stronger communities for us all.  

 

Why States Should Invest in Rental Assistance  

There is no “silver bullet” to address the housing affordability crisis — policymakers must 
simultaneously pursue policies across four key strategies: increasing the supply of affordable 
housing, limiting excessive housing costs, protecting tenants, and sustainably resolving 
homelessness. (See Figure 1.) The following sections describe the role that rental assistance can play 
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in advancing solutions across all these categories, while addressing systemic racial disparities in 
housing and economic outcomes. In fact, without increasing access to rental assistance, other 
affordable housing policies may fall short of their full potential. (While not discussed in detail in this 
paper, policies that increase household incomes — such as through expanding access to livable 
wages and income supports — are an important but often overlooked component of improving 
housing affordability.)    

 
FIGURE 1 

 
 
State policymakers should prioritize rental assistance investments, not only to protect current 

recipients and but also to expand access to more households. Investing in these programs 
strengthens communities and yields long-term benefits, including preventing eviction and solving 
homelessness. It is also a prudent investment: preventing eviction and solving homelessness can 
reduce costs for other public systems, like reducing stays in jails and prisons, emergency room and 
hospital stays, and foster care, in the short and long run.11  

 
The policy choice to underfund and erect policy barriers to federal rental assistance also has 

created real challenges for households who try to access assistance. Barriers include yearslong 
waitlists,12 administrative burdens,13 and limitations on choice and access due to discrimination and 
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lack of affordable and available housing options.14 State policymakers can design rental assistance to 
build on the successes and address some of the shortcomings of federal rental assistance programs 
so that they work better for people and communities. 

 

Rental Assistance Is Critical to Ensuring New Housing Supply 

 Is Accessible to People With the Lowest Incomes  

In the past several years, state policymakers across the political spectrum have prioritized policies 
aimed at increasing housing supply, and particularly affordable housing supply. Evidence supports 
the idea that increases in housing supply can limit rent growth or even result in marginal decreases in 
rent at the regional level.15 However, even if housing production significantly increases in coming 
years and does lead to incremental reductions in average housing costs over the coming years and 
decades, most of that housing will likely still be priced too high for the over 11 million people with 
extremely low incomes16 absent additional income support or deeper housing subsidies.17 As such, 
both project-based and tenant-based rental subsidies play a critical role in helping people with 
extremely low incomes, who experience the most concentrated rates of housing hardship, to afford 
housing and benefit from expanded housing supply. 

 
For example, consider the average household with an extremely low income. Their annual 

household income was just $12,781 in 2023.18 (Many households, including those most at risk of 
homelessness, have even lower incomes.) For housing to be considered affordable for this 
household using the 30 percent standard cited above, their rent could not exceed $286 a month. But 
in that same year, the median rent was nearly five times higher, at $1,410.19 While increasing housing 
supply could marginally decrease the median rent, there would still be a significant gap before the 
unit becomes affordable. In fact, that same average rental unit’s baseline operating cost — meaning 
just the price to pay for property taxes, insurance, utilities, maintenance, and administrative costs 
without any financing costs or profit to the landlord — was $662 a month, according to an industry 
survey.20 This is a form of market failure. Because the housing market is unable to deliver housing 
that is affordable to the average extremely low-income household, public intervention is necessary to 
ensure everyone can access a home. 

 
Rental Assistance Helps Units Built With Capital Subsidies Work for People With the Lowest Incomes 

Many states are building more affordable housing by combining state money in the form of capital 
subsidies along with federal programs like the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC), to lower 
construction costs so rents can be more affordable for tenants. Rental assistance ensures that 
households with the lowest incomes can afford to live in units produced with these subsidies, which 
the capital subsidies generally cannot do alone. For example, based on available data, 77 percent of 
extremely low-income households who live in LIHTC-assisted housing without an additional rental 
subsidy are cost burdened, paying over 30 percent of their income in rent. Overall, only about 3 
percent of LIHTC units are rented at a price that would be affordable to an extremely low-income 
household that doesn’t have rental assistance.21 Increasing access to rental assistance makes that 
housing accessible. 

 
Project-based rental assistance can be combined with newly built or renovated affordable housing 

to lower the rent even more, making it affordable for people with extremely low incomes — or even 
no income at all. Furthermore, project-based rental assistance creates a source of stable operating 
revenue for a development to pay for ongoing operating costs and services, an integral component 
in the complex financing package that makes constructing or rehabilitating affordable housing 
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possible. In addition, many households use tenant-based rental assistance to help them rent units in 
developments built with capital subsidies, and owners of properties built with most types of federal 
capital subsidies are prohibited from discriminating against prospective tenants because they have a 
voucher or other rental subsidy. 

 
Investments in ongoing rental and operating subsidies also support the potential to expand the 

model of social housing, which can be either public, nonprofit, or community-owned housing that is 
deeply and permanently affordable and where tenants have some democratic control over the 
community where they live.22  
 

Rental Assistance Makes the Existing Housing Stock More Affordable 

Finally, rental assistance may also be a more cost-effective approach to quickly and stably house 
people by making more of the existing housing stock affordable to people with low incomes. At 
present, most people with extremely low incomes have a place to live but may be one financial 
emergency away from eviction or even homelessness. These families could experience greater 
housing and economic stability in their current homes and potentially avoid eviction if a rental 
subsidy brought rent within a level they could afford. Tenant-based rental assistance also ensures 
steady rental revenue for landlords, especially small landlords who may have narrow margins to 
operate rental housing. While both are worthwhile investments, research estimates that, overall, 
vouchers are more cost effective than capital subsidy programs like LIHTC.23 

 

Tenant-based rental assistance also gives households more choice in where they can live, giving 

them an opportunity to access high resource communities or be closer to their jobs or family when 

the cost of housing might otherwise be prohibitive.24 

 

Rental Assistance Pairs With Sensible Tenant Protections  

Rental assistance programs are also more effective alongside policies to prevent widespread 
discrimination in the housing market, particularly to ban discrimination based on “source of 
income,” meaning receipt of rental assistance or other public benefits. Twenty-two states and D.C. 
and over 140 localities have protections to prevent discrimination based on source of income,25 
which are associated with a higher “success rate” — the percent of households with access to a 
rental subsidy that are able to secure a lease.26 Low-income households may also face discrimination 
based on factors like credit history, criminal or eviction legal history, all of which disproportionately 
harm people of color who face systemic discrimination in legal systems and the lending market. State 
and local policymakers should pass policies with enforcement mechanisms to prevent discrimination 
and reverse segregationist and exclusionary housing policies so that everyone can access housing and 
everyone with rental assistance can use it quickly and easily.  

 
Both short- and long-term rental assistance can play a critical role in preventing evictions 

alongside strong legal protections for tenants, such as “good cause” eviction standards, which 
prohibit evictions for reasons that are no fault of the renter. While legal protections play an 
important role in regulating unjust landlord practices, even the strongest eviction protections 
generally do not prevent the primary cause of most evictions: non-payment of rent.27 Given both the 
prevalence of anti-Black discrimination in the housing market as well as the extent of housing cost 
burden among low-income Black renters, Black people — and Black women in particular — are at 
higher risk for evictions and experience eviction at higher rates than other demographic groups. 
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Nationwide, Black women make up only 10 percent of renters, but experience 29 percent of eviction 
filings and 24 percent of evictions.28 However, numerous studies show that both one-time 
emergency rent relief and longer-term rental assistance can prevent evictions29 and, in turn, address 
some of the downstream effects of racial inequity in housing and economic outcomes and prevent 
the harms of evictions. 

 

Rental Assistance Is a Necessary Component of State Efforts to Solve Homelessness  

Long-term rental assistance, especially when paired with supportive services, is a powerful tool for 
rehousing people experiencing homelessness.30 However, less than 1 in 4 eligible people can access 
federal rental assistance due to underfunding, and most people must wait months or even years on a 
waitlist to receive any housing assistance. Data show that most people experiencing homelessness 
have extremely low incomes and would be unlikely to afford housing without some kind of 
assistance. For example, a recent statewide survey of people experiencing homelessness in California 
found that in the 12 months prior to becoming homeless, their median income was only $960 per 
month.31  

 
Rental assistance supports those who due to structural marginalization are more likely to be 

harmed by homelessness. For example, people with disabilities and older adults are overrepresented 
among people experiencing homelessness because many have extremely low or fixed incomes with 
benefits set at levels that are insufficient to afford housing absent additional assistance. Black and 
Indigenous people are also disproportionately likely to experience homelessness and have lower 
rates of exit to permanent housing due to long-standing income and wealth inequities stemming 
from structural racism in housing, education, and employment. As such, state-funded rental 
assistance can prevent people from losing their housing in the first place and help rehouse those 
experiencing homelessness.  

 
In addition to funding rental assistance, policymakers must seek to ensure that everyone, including 

people with the lowest incomes and people experiencing homelessness, can readily access services 
that support housing stability. These include housing navigation, case management, and 
comprehensive community-based physical and mental health care, substance use services, and long-
term care.32  

 

Rental Assistance Investments Complement Policies to Contain Housing Costs  

While state and local policymakers should consider rental assistance a frontline strategy to address 
the affordable housing crisis, this should not be at the expense of efforts to contain housing costs. 
Well-designed rent stabilization policies have the potential to relieve housing cost burdens for 
people with moderate and lower incomes, protect against large and unexpected rent increases, and 
allow rents to increase with normal inflation and maintenance cost increases.33 However, on their 
own, these policies are unlikely to make rents affordable to millions of people with extremely low or 
no incomes, who cannot afford rents to cover even the baseline costs of operating and maintaining 
housing.34 Rent stabilization policies can also help contain the budget impact of rental assistance 
programs, which must increase to keep up with rent increases for the programs to be effective. 
Policies like rent stabilization are most effective at helping people with extremely low incomes when 
combined with other strategies, like rental assistance.  
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