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The Affordable Rental Housing  
Gap Persists

E
very year, the National Low Income Housing Coalition 
(NLIHC) examines the availability of rental housing 
affordable to lower income households. The findings 

demonstrate that there is an acute and persistent shortage 
of rental housing that is affordable for the lowest income 
Americans. This issue of Housing Spotlight features NLIHC’s 
annual “gap” analysis, that is, the gap between the number 
of households in specific income groups and the number 
of rental homes that are both affordable and available 
to them. As in previous years, the data in this report are 
offered at the national and state level. The data used in this 
analysis are from the American Community Survey.

This year’s gap report adds two new levels of analysis. First, 
a lower level of geography is added with gap data for the 50 
metropolitan areas with the largest renter populations.

Second, the income category of 15% or less of the Area 
Median Income (AMI) is included. The lowest income 
category in previous analyses has been 30% of AMI or less, 
called extremely low income (ELI). The 15% of AMI category 
better captures the housing shortage for the poorest 
households, including people who are elderly or disabled 
whose sole source of income is Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI). NLIHC is calling the 15% of AMI category 
“deeply low income (DLI)” for the purposes of this report.

See Box 1 for definitions of DLI and the official HUD 
income categories.

Key findings of this issue of Housing 
Spotlight are:
�� In 2009, there were 9.6 million ELI renter households. 

Since then, the number of ELI renters has steadily risen, 
reaching 10.3 million households in 2012. 

�� While the demand has grown, the supply has not, 
resulting in a shortage of 7.1 million affordable rental 
units available to ELI households in 2012. Another way 
to express this gap is that there were just 31 affordable 
and available units per 100 ELI renter households.

�� For the four million DLI renter households in 2012, 
there was a shortage of 3.4 million affordable 
rental units available to them. There were just 16 
affordable and available units per 100 DLI renter 
households. 

�� Seventy-five percent of ELI renter households and 90% 
of DLI renters spent more than half of their income on 
rent and utilities in 2012.

�� In every state, at least half of all ELI renters paid more 
than half of their income on rent and utilities.

�� No state had more than 34 units of rental housing 
affordable and available per 100 DLI households.

�� Among the 50 metropolitan areas with the largest 
rental household populations, none had a sufficient 
number of affordable rental units to serve all ELI 
households.

Despite the evident rising need for housing affordable 
to ELI renter households, most new rental units are not 
affordable to this income group.1 Of the 2.5 million rental 
units added to the market between 2009 and 2012, more 
than 1.5 million were affordable only to households 
with income greater than 80% of AMI. The number of 
rental units affordable to ELI households remained low, 
largely because of challenges faced by affordable housing 
developers and operators. With insufficient revenue to 
cover operating expenses and intense competition for 
limited capital subsidies, mission-oriented developers 
struggled to piece together the resources necessary 
to serve the lowest income, most vulnerable tenants. 
Developers of affordable housing need significantly more 
capital and operating support in order to serve the lowest 
income households seeking modest, safe, and affordable 
homes.

1 An affordable unit is one a household can rent without paying 
more than 30% of its income on housing and utility costs. 
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Since 2000, NLIHC has advocated for the National 
Housing Trust Fund (NHTF), which will provide dedicated 
sources of revenue to preserve and expand the supply 
of affordable rental housing targeted to ELI households. 
While the NHTF was established in 2008, it has yet to be 
funded. Each year the federal government fails to fund 
the NHTF is another year that the shortage of homes for 
the lowest income people in America grows, and more ELI 
renter families face housing insecurity. Funding the NHTF 
would provide affordable housing developers with the 
resources needed to create and preserve housing for ELI 
renters priced out of today’s rental market. 

Shortage of Affordable Units
The number of renter households in the United States 
has steadily increased since 2006 and is projected to 
continue to do so as more new households form in the 
post-recession economy and as older adults transition 
from being homeowners to renters. Since 2006, the largest 
increase in renters occurred between 2011 and 2012, with 
1.1 million more households renting in 2012 than in 2011. 
There were 41.7 million renter households in 2012, making 
up 36% of all households. 

One out of four renter households, 10.3 million, were ELI 
in 2012. However, there were just 5.8 million rental units 
affordable to these households, resulting in an absolute 
shortage of more than 4.5 million affordable units. In 
other words, in 2012, for every 100 ELI renters there were 
only 56 affordable units. 

Among the 10.3 million ELI renter households, four 
million were DLI for whom affordable rental housing was 

scarce. There were 
just 2.3 million rental 
units affordable to 
this income group 
in 2012. In addition, 
90% of these 
households were 
paying more than half 
of their income on 
housing costs. They 
are at high risk of 
becoming homeless.

Many DLI renters are 
people with long-
term disabilities 

or are elderly, and many relied on SSI to cover housing 
costs and other needs. In 2012, SSI was the sole source of 
income for 4.8 million Americans. The maximum monthly 
SSI payment was $698 for an individual and $1,048 for 
a couple. In 181 housing markets across 33 states, one-
bedroom rents exceeded 100% of monthly SSI income.2

For very low income (VLI) renter households, those with 
income between 30% and 50% of AMI, there was a surplus 
of 2.5 million affordable rental units. However, overall, 
there were 17.6 million renter households with income at 
50% of AMI or less (including ELI and DLI households), 
but just 15.6 million rental units in this category, creating 
a gap of two million rental units (Figure 1). 

More than 19 million rental units on the market in 2012 
were affordable to low income (LI) renter households, 
those with income between 50% and 80% of AMI, but 
there were only 8.5 million LI renter households, creating 
a surplus of more than ten million units affordable to 
households in this income group. This mismatch in supply 
and demand results in more than one-third of all ELI 
renter households and 44% of all VLI renter households 
living in these units that rent at prices out of their 
affordability range. 

The American Community Survey (ACS) only includes 
households who are housed, leaving out those who are 
homeless. Thus, the need for affordable housing is even 
greater than the ACS data indicate. According to the 

2 Technical Assistance Collaborative (2013). Priced Out 
2012. Retrieved from: http://www.tacinc.org/knowledge-
resources/priced-out-findings 

BOX 1: DEFINITIONS

�� AREA MEDIAN INCOME (AMI): The median family income in the metropolitan or 
nonmetropolitan area

�� DEEPLY LOW INCOME (DLI): Households with income at or below 15% of AMI

�� EXTREMELY LOW INCOME (ELI): Households with income at or below 30% of AMI

�� VERY LOW INCOME (VLI): Households with income between 30% and 50% of AMI

�� LOW INCOME (LI): Households with income between 50% and 80% of AMI

�� NOT LOW INCOME: Households with income above 80% of AMI

�� COST BURDEN: Spending more than 30% of household income on housing costs

�� SEVERE COST BURDEN: Spending more than 50% of household income on housing costs
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2013 HUD Point-in-Time Count, there were 394,698 
homeless people in shelters and 215,344 unsheltered 
homeless people on a single night in 2013.3 The generally 
accepted number of people who were homeless over the 
course of 2012 was 1,488,371.4 Expanding the supply of 
housing that can serve ELI renters is essential to ending 
homelessness in the United States.

3 HUD. (2013). The 2013 Annual Homelessness Assessment Report. 
Washington, D.C.: Author. Retrieved from: https://www.
onecpd.info/resources/documents/AHAR-2013-Part1.pdf 

4 US Department of Housing and Urban Development. 
(2013). The 2012 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) 
to Congress: Estimates of Homelessness in the United States. 
Retrieved from: https://www.onecpd.info/resources/
documents/2012-AHAR-Volume-2.pdf 

Affordable But Not Available
The shortage of 4.5 million affordable homes does not 
fully illustrate the extent of the housing shortage facing 
ELI renters. Renting has become an increasingly common 
choice among higher income households since the housing 
crisis. The number of renters with income greater than 
120% of AMI increased by 1.2 million from 2009 to 2012. 
These relatively affluent renters are transforming rental 
markets across the country by putting upward pressure 
on rents. Of the 5.8 million rental units affordable to 
ELI households, approximately 45% were occupied by 
higher income households. After accounting for the units 
occupied by higher income households, the number of 
affordable rental units available to ELI households falls to 
3.2 million. In other words, there were just 31 affordable 
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Source: NLIHC Tabulations of 2012 ACS PUMS data.  

FIGURE 1: RENTAL UNITS AND RENTERS IN THE US, MATCHED BY AFFORDABILITY 
AND INCOME CATEGORIES, 2012 
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and available units per 100 ELI renter households. There 
was a need for 7.1 million rental units affordable to these 
households.5 

The situation is even starker for DLI renter households. 
Of the 2.3 million rental units affordable to this income 
group, 1.6 million house higher income households. 
Accordingly, there were just 16 units of affordable rental 
housing available per 100 DLI households. There is an 
immediate need for an additional 3.4 million units of 
housing affordable and available to DLI renter households.

Due to the increased demand for rental housing and the 
rise in the number of higher income renter households, 
it has also become harder for VLI households to find 
affordable units. There were only 58 affordable and 
available units per 100 VLI renter households. For LI 
renter households, there were 97 affordable and available 
units for every 100 renter households, nearly a one for one 
match.

Housing Cost Burden and Its 
Consequences
Because of the acute affordable housing shortage, many 

5 A unit is affordable and available if that unit is affordable 
and vacant, or if it is currently occupied by a household at or 
below the defined income threshold.

ELI renter households must pay more than they can afford 
for their homes. In 2012, 87% of ELI renter households, 
78% of VLI renter households, and 48% of LI renter 
households experienced housing cost burden, paying 
more than 30% of income toward rent and utilities.  In 
comparison, just 10% of renter households with income 
above 80% of AMI had housing cost burdens (Figure 2). 
Given the sufficient supply of rental housing affordable to 
these higher income households, it is likely that they paid 
more than 30% of their income for housing by choice, not 
necessity. 

More troubling is the number of lower income renters 
experiencing a severe housing cost burden, spending 
more than half of their income on rent and utilities. 
Approximately 11.2 million renters had severe housing 
cost burden in 2012, of which 69% were ELI households 
and 23% were VLI households. Three quarters of the 10.3 
million ELI renter households experienced severe housing 
cost burden. 

Cost-burdened lower income households make difficult 
tradeoffs. ELI renters constrained by housing cost burdens 
may cut other necessities out of their budgets, such as 
healthy food or preventative healthcare. A recent survey 
found that three out of four housing cost-burdened 
renters made sacrifices, such as cutting back on health 
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Source: NLIHC Tabulations of 2012 ACS PUMS data.  
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care, to afford rent.6 One way lower income renters cope 
with the affordable housing shortage is to double up with 
family or friends, often resulting in overcrowding. Other 
lower income renters may sacrifice quality in exchange for 
affordability, living in substandard housing characterized 
by mold, pests, lead paint, lack of heat or full bath and 
kitchen facilities, and other serious housing quality issues.

Because lower income, housing cost-burdened households 
spend a high proportion of their income on rent, they 
are rarely able to save for emergencies. They are a single 
emergency room visit or sudden car repair away from 
financial calamity. Without savings, lower income families 
have a difficult time weathering job instability, job loss, or 
reduced hours at work. They are more likely to fall behind 
on rent, ultimately facing eviction, or even homelessness. 

Housing instability is all too common among lower 
income, housing cost-burdened renter households. In 
2011, 43% of ELI renters with children had moved within 
the past two years, compared to just 19% of households 
with income above 80% of AMI.7 Frequent moves are 
destabilizing for households, and can have broad negative 
effects on families and the communities affected by higher 
rates of housing instability.8

Extent of the Shortage Varies by 
State
Moving from the national to the state level, a state-by-
state analysis shows that no state has sufficient housing 
units affordable to ELI renter households. For each state, 
Appendix A shows the number of affordable and available 
units per 100 renter households at different income levels, 
the percentage of renters with severe housing cost burden, 
and the number of additional units needed to adequately 
address the demand for affordable rental housing.

6 MacArthur Foundation. (2014). How Housing Matters: The 
Housing Crisis Continues to Loom Large in the Experiences 
and Attitudes of the American Public. Chicago, IL: Author. 
Retrieved from: http://bit.ly/1tYfKj8

7 Joint Center for Housing Studies. (2014). The State of the 
Nation’s Housing 2014.  Retrieved from:  http://www.jchs.
harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/sonhr14-color-ch6.
pdf 

8 Desmond, M., An, W., Winkler, R. & Ferris, T. (2013). 
“Evicting Children”. Social Forces, 1-25. Retrieved 
from: http://www.fhco.org/pdfs/news/NEWS_
EvictingChildrenSocialForces2013.pdf 

Some states had a much wider gap to fill than others. 
The need for rental housing affordable to ELI households 
varied from 9,203 units in Vermont to 980,478 units in 
California. The states where ELI renters were least likely to 
find housing affordable and available to them were Nevada, 
with just 15 units of available and affordable housing 
per 100 ELI renters, followed by Arizona and California 
(20), Florida and Oregon (21), and Texas (26). The states 
with the most rental units affordable and available to ELI 
households were South Dakota (54) and North Dakota 
(52).

The proportion of severely cost-burdened renters is 
another indicator of housing stress and need. In every 
state, at least half of all ELI renters experienced severe 
housing cost burden. The states with the lowest proportion 
of ELI renters who faced severe housing cost burden were 
South Dakota (57%) and Massachusetts (62%). At least 
80% of ELI renters faced severe housing cost burden in 
seven states: New Mexico and Oregon (80%), Georgia 
and California (81%), Arizona (82%), Florida (85%) 
and Nevada (87%). The states with the fewest units of 
affordable and available housing tended to have a higher 
percentage of severely cost-burdened renters.

For DLI renters, there were just nine units of affordable 
and available housing per 100 households in Wisconsin, 
and ten units per 100 households in New Mexico and 
Nevada. No state had more than 34 units of housing 
affordable and available to DLI renter households (Figure 
3). 

Extent of the Shortage Varies by 
Metropolitan Area
State level data is important, but not sufficient, to 
understand the dynamics of the affordable rental housing 
shortage. Often, units that are affordable to ELI renter 
households are located in parts of the state that are far 
away from jobs, transit, and other services. Rental housing 
in metropolitan areas tends to have higher rents, thus 
there are fewer homes affordable to lower income renters. 
In the 50 metropolitan areas with the largest renter 
household populations, ELI renters had very few affordable 
homes from which to choose.

The deficit of rental units affordable and available to 
ELI households ranged from 21,665 in the Fresno, 
California metro area to 613,422 in the New York City-
Newark-Jersey City metro area (Appendix B). Of the 50 
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metropolitan areas, the Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise 
metro area in Nevada had the greatest need, with just 
12 units affordable and available for every 100 ELI 
renter households. However, no metropolitan area had 
a sufficient number of affordable rental units to serve 
all ELI households. The Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA 
and Pittsburgh, PA metro areas had the greatest number 
of units available and affordable per 100 ELI renter 
households (44) (Table 1).  

The Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise, NV metro area 
also had the highest proportion of severely housing 
cost-burdened ELI renters (91%), followed by Orlando-
Kissimmee-Sanford, FL (89%), Riverside-San Bernardino-
Ontario, CA (87%), Fresno, CA (87%), Jacksonville, FL 
(86%), San Diego-Carlsbad, CA (85%), and Miami-Fort 

Lauderdale-West Palm Beach, FL (85%). 

In metropolitan areas with the largest renter household 
populations, the situation was grim for DLI renter 
households. The Milwaukee-Waukesha-West Allis, WI 
metropolitan area, there were just three units of affordable 
and available rental housing per 100 of these households. 
There were nine additional metropolitan areas with fewer 
than ten units of affordable and available rental housing 
per 100 DLI households: Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL 
(6), Tucson, AZ (6), Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, 
CA (7), Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise, NV (7), Portland-
Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR-WA (7), Sacramento-Roseville-
Arden-Arcade, CA (8), San Diego-Carlsbad, CA (8), 
Buffalo-Cheektowaga-Niagara Falls, NY (8), and Tampa-St. 
Petersburg-Clearwater, FL (9). 
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FIGURE 3: UNITS AFFORDABLE AND AVAILABLE TO RENTER HOUSEHOLDS 
WITH INCOMES OF NO MORE THAN 15% AMI, 2012

Fewer than 17 Units Affordble and Availble to DLI Renter Households

Between 17-23 Units Affordble and Availble to DLI Renter Households

Between 24-34 Units Affordble and Availble to DLI Renter Households

Source: NLIHC Tabulations of 2012 ACS PUMS data.  
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Addressing the Need for  
Affordable Housing
Across all 50 states, the District of Columbia, and the 
50 metropolitan areas with the largest renter household 
populations, there is an acute, persistent need for more 
affordable rental housing to serve the lowest income 
households. 

The National Housing Trust Fund (NHTF) was created to 
address this shortage of rental housing for ELI households. 
Established by the Housing and Economic Recovery Act of 
2008, the NHTF is a block grant program to states that will 
be capitalized by dedicated sources of revenue not subject 
to the annual appropriations process. 

The NHTF statute requires that 90% of the funds be 
used to produce, preserve, rehabilitate, or operate rental 
housing, and that 75% of the funds used for rental 
housing serve ELI households. The remaining 25% used 
for rental housing may serve VLI. No more than 10% of 
NHTF dollars may be used for activities serving ELI or VLI 
homeowners.

The NHTF was to be funded through an assessment on 
the volume of business of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. 

Unfortunately, the obligation of Fannie Mae and Freddie 
Mac to fund the NHTF was temporarily suspended 
shortly after the NHTF was authorized, due to the 
potential financial instability of Fannie Mae and Freddie 
Mac in the midst of the fall 2008 financial crisis and 
remains so today.

Several approaches to providing dedicated sources of 
funds for the NHTF are in the works. NLIHC has taken 
steps to lift the suspension of assessments on Fannie 
Mae and Freddie Mac, because they have been profitable 
since 2012. In addition, housing finance system reform 
in the near future may result in even greater amounts of 
dedicated revenue flowing to the NHTF. Also, through 
the United for Homes campaign NLIHC is pursuing 
significant reforms to the mortgage interest deduction. 
NLIHC’s proposal would change the deduction to a 
nonrefundable 15% tax credit, and it would reduce the 
size of the mortgage eligible for a tax benefit from $1 
million to $500,000. With the $200 billion of revenue 
over ten years gained as a result of these changes 
dedicated to the NHTF, the United States could end 
homelessness and close the gap in rental units affordable 
and available to ELI renters.

TABLE 1: METROPOLITAN AREAS WITH THE HIGHEST AND LOWEST AVAILABILITY OF 
RENTAL UNITS AFFORDABLE TO HOUSEHOLDS AT OR BELOW 30% AMI, 2012

LOWEST HIGHEST

Metropolitan Area 

Units Affordable  
and Available 

per 100 Renter 
Households

Metropolitan Area 

Units Affordable  
and Available 

per 100 Renter 
Households

Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise, NV 12 Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA-NH 44

San Diego-Carlsbad, CA 15 Pittsburgh, PA 44

Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL 15 Providence-Warwick, RI-MA 43

Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA 15 Baltimore-Columbia-Towson, MD 41

Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, AZ 16 Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford, CT 40

Source: NLIHC Tabulations of 2012 ACS PUMS data
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About the American Community 
Survey PUMS Data
The American Community Survey (ACS) is an annual 
nationwide survey of approximately 3.5 million households. 
It provides timely data on the social, economic, demographic, 
and housing characteristics of the U.S. population. The ACS 
replaced the Census “long form” in 2010, eliminating the long 
waiting period for new data between each decennial census. 

Each year the Census Bureau makes Public Use Microdata 
Sample (PUMS) housing and population files available to 
the public to allow for deeper analysis of the ACS. The PUMS 
housing file contains records on a subsample of housing units, 
while the population file contains records on a subsample of 
households. Both contain information from the completed 
ACS questionnaire and include a serial number that allows 
for the integration of the two files. This enables users to 
aggregate and tabulate the data in whatever way is relevant to 
their research. In order to determine the area median income, 
NLIHC used the Missouri Data Center’s MABLE/Geocorr12 
online application (Version 1.1, 2012) to determine the 
geographic relationship between Core Based Statistical Areas 
(CBSAs) and Public Use Microdata Sample Areas (PUMAs) 
and applied the median family income for a CBSA to the 
corresponding PUMA if at least 50% of the PUMA was in 
the CBSA. Otherwise, the PUMA was assigned the statewide 
nonmetro median family income for the state the PUMA is in. 
NLIHC has used this methodology since 2009. This analysis 
should not be compared to NLIHC analyses completed prior to 
2009 on the shortage of affordable housing units. 

More information about the ACS PUMS files can be found 
on the U.S. Census Bureau’s webpage at http://www.census.
gov/acs/www/data_documentation/public_use_microdata_
sample/.��

 NLIHC MEMBERS,  
OUR RESEARCH 
TEAM IS HERE  
TO HELP!

Housing Spotlight is among the valuable 
reports produced by NLIHC. An increased 
supply of housing data in the past few 
years means it can be difficult to know 
what data to use and when. One of the 
benefits of being an NLIHC member is 
that our Research Team is here to help 
you understand the data and identify the 
statistics you really need to become a 
more effective advocate. This assistance is 
provided at no additional charge to NLIHC 
Members.

To take advantage of this great 
membership benefit, email Megan Bolton, 
Research Director,at megan@nlihc.org. 

Join NLIHC and become 
eligible for research assistance 
and other benefits at  
www.nlihc.org/join 


