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Housing Vouchers Strengthen Other Recovery
Agenda Investments
By Sonya Acosta, Anna Bailey, and Will Fischer

Congress is developing recovery legislation that would make historic investments to help reduce
poverty and racial disparities, rebuild the country’s infrastructure, promote climate resiliency, create
well-paying jobs, and more. Some of the investments in this package — based in large part on the
American Jobs Plan and American Families Plan the Biden Administration introduced this year —
would be much more effective if the low-income households they are designed to benefit are able to
afford stable housing. While the Administration’s proposal included some $300 billion for housing,
nearly all of it would subsidize construction and renovation, with less than 1 percent going toward
the rental assistance needed to help millions of people with incomes around or below the poverty
line afford housing. The package would do far more to expand opportunity and reduce hardship for
people with the lowest incomes — and who need these resources most — if it also includes a major
expansion of rental assistance through the Housing Choice Voucher program. Additional vouchers
could strengthen investments in:

* Housing construction and rehabilitation, by making rents in new or rehabilitated units
affordable for people with extremely low incomes;

¢ Preschool, quality child care, and K-12 education, by preventing housing instability that
causes children to bounce from school to school, and homelessness and overcrowding that
disrupt children’s sleep and schoolwork and harm their development in other ways;

e Home- and community-based services, by helping older adults and people with disabilities
afford accessible homes in the community and avoid or leave institutional settings;

e Community college, by providing stable housing that allows students to focus on
completing their degree or certificate program; and

¢ Broadband, by maintaining people’s housing security so they can more fully benefit from
access to high-speed internet.

Millions of households with low incomes spend more than half of their income on housing,
experience homelessness, or face other forms of housing insecurity. The Housing Choice Voucher
program and other federal rental assistance, which are highly effective at reducing homelessness,



housing instability, and overcrowding, are critical components to addressing the issue.'
Unfortunately, these programs only reach about 1 in 4 eligible families due to funding limitations.
And for households that do ultimately receive a voucher, they must typically wait years for help.?

Housing affordability challenges are heavily concentrated among people with the lowest incomes
and people of color, due in part to the country’s long history of racist policies. Of the 11.2 million
renter households that paid more than half of their income for housing in 2018, close to three-
fourths had extremely low incomes (up to the federal poverty line or 30 percent of the local median
whichever is higher) and more than 60 percent were people of color.” On a single night in January
2020, 580,000 people experienced homelessness, and nearly 4 out of 10 of those individuals were
Black.* These households, which are most in need of housing assistance, could miss out on the
benefits of other investments without rental assistance to provide a stable, accessible home and to
avoid housing insecurity.

bl

Vouchers Would Make Housing Affordable for People Most at Risk of
Homelessness and Housing Instability

The Administration’s recovery proposals call for major capital investments in housing
construction and rehabilitation. These investments would increase the supply of housing, particularly
in rental markets with low vacancy rates. They would also improve energy efficiency, remove lead
paint and other health hazards, and provide more housing that is accessible to people with
disabilities. However, supply-side investments alone will leave out many people with the greatest
housing needs. Expanding rental assistance through the Housing Choice Voucher program, which
helps to cover the difference between high rent prices and low incomes,” would ensure that people
with the lowest incomes can afford to rent the additional and improved housing provided through
capital housing investments, as well as other modest homes they choose in the private market.

Many of the capital subsidies used to renovate or build housing generally do not result in housing
with rents that are affordable to households with the lowest incomes. Investments to support
building or preserving housing usually do not cover the regular costs of operating and maintaining
rental properties, making rents higher than what families with the lowest incomes can afford to pay.
Pairing these resources with an expansion of the Housing Choice Voucher program would help
ensure housing development investments can reach households with the greatest housing needs.

!'Will Fischer, Sonya Acosta, and Erik Gartland, “More Housing Vouchers: Most Important Step to Help More People

Afford Stable Homes,” CBPP, updated May 13, 2021, https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/more-housing-
vouchers-most-important-step-to-help-more-people-afford-stable-homes.

2 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.
3 Ibid., see appendix tables.

* Meghan Henry ez al, “The 2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congtess,” U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development, January 2021, https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files /pdf/2020-

AHAR-Part-1.pdf.

5 For more information see CBPP, “Policy Basics: The Housing Choice Voucher Program,” updated April 12,
2021, https:/ /www.cbpp.org/research /housing/the-housing-choice-voucher-program.
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While this combination of targeted subsidies to increase the number of affordable homes with
vouchers or other rental assistance can alleviate housing hardship — especially in places with rental
housing shortages — vouchers alone will be sufficient to assist many families in other cities with an
adequate housing supply but unaffordable rents. For example, both Houston and Indianapolis have
had vacancy rates of around 10 percent in recent years,® suggesting a sufficient supply of housing;
but nearly 4 in 5 households with extremely low incomes in these metro areas pay more than half of
their income on rent.” In such cities, rental assistance would allow these families to secure stable
housing by helping lower rents to an affordable level. Capital investments could improve housing
quality and create more supportive housing, which combines affordable housing with supportive
services such as intensive case management, housing navigation, and physical and behavioral health
services. But for communities with a sufficient supply of housing, relying on housing development
will have a limited impact on decreasing housing instability for the lowest-income households and
would be less effective than expanding housing vouchers.®

Rental assistance through housing vouchers also provides greater choice for families with low
incomes. Vouchers allow households to rent any privately owned housing (at a reasonable price for
the area), providing families with flexibility over where they can live. The element of choice is
particularly important for promoting equity because historical and ongoing policies and practices at
the federal, state, and local level have limited housing options for people of color, particularly Black
families, leading to segregated neighborhoods. Focusing housing investments solely on creating new
housing inherently limits neighborhood options for low-income people and may not reflect their
preferences.

Still, ensuring affordable housing exists in all neighborhoods is critical, and the Housing Choice
Voucher program allows communities to “project base” a certain percentage of its vouchers so that
the assistance is tied to a specific home. Connecting assistance to a certain place can help to ensure
affordable housing exists in otherwise inaccessible well-resourced neighborhoods. Doing so can also
preserve the affordability of homes both in neighborhoods that have historically not received
investments and where rents are rapidly rising and people are at risk of displacement. Unlike other
types of project-based rental assistance or affordable housing construction subsidies, families in
homes with project-based vouchers can continue to receive rental assistance when they leave, and
the subsidy remains for that home.” This helps to preserve affordable housing options in different
neighborhoods while still allowing families to move without sacrificing their assistance. Because

6 U.S. Census Bureau, “Housing Vacancies and Homeownership: Table 4. Rental Vacancy Rates for the 75 Largest
Metropolitan Statistical Areas,” https://www.census.gov/housing/hvs/data/rates.html.

7 See appendices A and B in Andrew Aurand e a/., “The Gap: A Shortage of Affordable Homes,” National Low Income
Housing Coalition, March 2021, https://reports.nlihc.org/sites/default/files /gap/Gap-Report 2021.pdf.

8 Edgar O. Olsen, “The Cost-Effectiveness of Alternative Methods of Delivering Housing Subsidies,” University of
Virginia, October 30, 2009,

http://economics.virginia.edu/sites/economics.virginia.edu/files /papers/CESurvey2009.pdf; General Accounting
Office, “Federal Housing Assistance: Comparing the Characteristics and Costs of Housing Programs,” January 2002,
https://www.gao.gov/assets/240/233652.pdf.

? For more information on project-based vouchers and Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance, see: CBPP, “Policy
Basics: Project-Based Vouchers,” updated March 1, 2017, https://www.cbpp.org/research /housing/project-based-
vouchers, and CBPP, “Policy Basics: Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance,” updated November 15,

2017, https://www.cbpp.otrg/research /housing/section-8-project-based-rental-assistance.
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vouchers can move with a household and maintain affordability in a specific place, they provide
optimum choice for families with low incomes and help promote housing equity.

Housing Vouchers Would Strengthen Investments for Children

The President’s recovery proposals include several focused on improving resources for children
and their families, including providing universal preschool for all three- and four-year-old children
and increasing access to affordable, quality child care. These resources would have long-term
positive impacts on children and families, but housing instability could undermine the benefits and
make accessing those programs more difficult.

Abundant research makes clear the importance of early childhood education for children’s long-
term well-being and educational success."’ Increased investments would be patticularly beneficial for
children of color, especially for Black and Latino children, who are more likely to be from families
with low incomes or who live in neighborhoods that receive limited resources. The President’s
recovery agenda also proposes resources to help improve access and quality of child care for low-
and moderate-income families. Child care costs can prevent parents and other caregivers —
particularly women — from pursuing educational and employment opportunities, which often
affects both immediate and long-term earnings."'

However, housing instability can undercut these efforts to promote children’s well-being and
educational success. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, nearly 8 million children in low-income
families faced housing affordability challenges,'” and more than 1.3 million children experienced
homelessness at some point during the 2018-2019 school year.” (See Figure 1.)

Homelessness, housing instability, and overcrowding negatively affect children’s health,
development, and school performance. Evictions, doubling or tripling up with other families, and
other forms of housing instability can force families to frequently move. Frequent moves are linked
to attention and behavioral problems among preschool children, and homelessness is associated
with physical and mental health issues, injuries, and poor school performance. Studies find that
children living in crowded homes score lower on reading tests and complete less schooling than
their peers.' Such housing insecurity also makes finding and maintaining work difficult for adults,
even if they have reliable child care.

10 Arloc Sherman ef al., “Recovery Proposals Adopt Proven Approaches to Reducing Poverty, Increasing Social
Mobility,” CBPP, August 5, 2021, https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality /recovery-proposals-adopt-
proven-approaches-to-reducing-poverty.

1 Robert Paul Hartley ez al., “A Lifetime’s Worth of Benefits: The Effects of Affordable, High-quality Child Care on
Family Income, the Gender Earnings Gap, and Women’s Retirement Security,” National Women’s Law Center and
Columbia University Center on Poverty and Social Policy, March 2021, https://nwlc.org/wp-

content/uploads/2021/04/A-Lifetimes-Worth-of-Benefits- FD.pdf.

12 See appendix tables in Fischer, Acosta, and Gartland, gp. ciz.

13 National Center for Homeless Education, “Federal Data Summary School Years 2016-17 through 2018-19: Education
for Homeless Children and Youth,” April 2021, https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Federal-Data-

Summary-SY-16.17-to-18.19-Final.pdf.

4 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,
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1.3 Million Children in Public Schools Lack
Home of Their Own

1.3 million

1 million

168,000 98,000 56 500

Doubledup  Shelters Hotels Unsheltered Total
or motels

Source: Department of Education data for school year 2018-2019

Rigorous research shows that the Housing Choice Voucher program reduces homelessness,
housing instability, overcrowding, and poverty and has far-reaching implications for other aspects of
children’s lives. (See Figure 2.) For example, vouchers help to improve test scores for some groups
of children, and teenagers had higher earnings as adults (relative to a control group) for each
additional year their family used a voucher or lived in public housing. Moreover, vouchers can
reduce how frequently children change schools (or child care environments), making it easier for
students to form bonds with peers and educators and for teachers to better gauge and advance their
students’ learning. "

Reducing the frequency of school changes is particularly important for students with disabilities,
who have individual education programs that would likely be reset at a new school. Further,
vouchers provide additional choice for families to live near specific child care or schools that best
suit their needs because the assistance moves with the family.

platform-to-expand.
15 Thid.
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Housing Choice Vouchers Sharply Reduced Crowded Housing,
Homelessness, and Frequent Moves, Study Shows

Vouchers reduced the ... reduced homelessness ... and reduced the number
number of families living in by three-quarters of moves over a five-year
crowded housing by half... period by more than
one-third.
46% 2.3 moves
1.5 moves
24%
13%
3%
Without With Without With Without With
voucher voucher voucher voucher voucher voucher

Note: The chart compares the housing status of low-income families in six U.S. cities who were randomly selected to receive vouchers
and used them for at least part of the previous year to families in a control group who did not use vouchers. Families experiencing
“crowded housing” were living in housing that has less than one room per household member. Number of moves reflects the average
moves over a 4.5- to 5-year period since random assignment.

Source: Michelle Wood, Jennifer Turnham, and Gregory Mills, "Housing Affordability and Family Well-Being: Results from the Housing
Voucher Evaluation," Housing Policy Debate, 2008

Ensuring children have safe, stable housing helps them succeed in school and would make
additional investments in preschool, teacher readiness, and quality child care even more impactful
for low-income children and families.

Expanding Housing Vouchers Would Complement an Expansion of Home- and
Community-Based Services

Seniors and people with disabilities'* overwhelmingly want to live in their own homes in the
community instead of in institutions such as nursing homes,'” but unaffordable rents and limited
access to supportive services make that extremely difficult for people with low incomes. Medicaid is
the main source of coverage for home- and community-based services (HCBS) — such as assistance

16 This report uses the terms “people with disabilities” and “disabled people” interchangeably in recognition of people’s
preferences for person-first or identity-first language.

17 See National Conference of State Legislatures and the AARP Public Policy Institute, “Aging in Place: A State Survey
of Livability Policies and Practices,” 2011, https://assets.aarp.org/rgcenter/ppi/liv-com/ib190.pdf; Carli Friedman,
“There’s No Place Like Home,” Council on Quality and Leadership and the Arc, 2019,
https://futureplanning.thearc.org/assets/CFP _Housing Survey Technical Report-
80e6eb718¢816d07a15a9972df06a6e73b1393d5b56ae145acc058fce243cd93.pdf.
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with preparing meals, getting dressed, or attending appointments — which are typically not covered
by private health insurance or Medicare. However, unlike nursing home care, state Medicaid
programs are not required to cover HCBS.

Despite a significant shift in recent decades toward HCBS and away from institutionalized care as
a share of Medicaid funding, access varies widely from state to state. Many people enrolled in
Medicaid who could live in the community do not have access to HCBS and are forced to live in
congregate care settings.'” One 2011 estimate found that more than 1 million Medicaid enrollees
living in institutional settings in 31 states may have been eligible for services to help them transition
out of institutional care, but barriers such as lack of affordable housing and ineffective coordination
between housing, health, and other service providers prevented people from making the transition."

President Biden’s American Jobs Plan proposes to expand access to HCBS, strengthen the direct
care workforce, and extend the Money Follows the Person (MFP) demonstration, which provides
states with funds to help Medicaid beneficiaries move from an institution to a community-based
setting. The Better Care Better Jobs Act, introduced in the Senate in June, carries forward the
President’s bold recovery proposal by making MFP permanent and providing enhanced Medicaid
funding for HCBS so states can increase access to services, ensure adequate payment rates, and
strengthen data collection.” If included in recovery legislation, such an increase in federal resources
for HCBS would help people move out of or avoid institutional care settings while increasing the
number of professional caregivers and improving their training, working conditions, and wages.

While a critical investment, many of the lowest-income people would not benefit from the
increase in HCBS unless they also receive rental assistance. Many older adults and people with
disabilities, such as those who rely mainly or entirely on modest Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
benefits, do not have enough income to afford rent in the private market. For example, over 2.2
million seniors and 4.4 million disabled adults under age 65 receive SSI, which has a basic monthly
benefit of $794 for an individual in 2021. In many places, this amount isn’t enough to cover rent,
even if people allocate every dollar to housing.”" Even with an expansion in HCBS, many people
would be forced to remain in or move to institutional settings or pay such high shares of their
limited incomes on housing costs that they risk hardships such as eviction, homelessness, food
insecurity, and utility shutoffs — all of which could jeopatdize their health.*

18 States can limit HCBS eligibility to people with particular kinds of disabilities, certain levels of need, the kinds of
services covered, and then can cap the number of services slots available to Medicaid beneficiaries. This allows states to
manage the costs of providing HCBS, but it results in uneven coverage for HCBS. For more information on Medicaid
HCBS, see Molly O’Malley Watts, MaryBeth Musumeci, and Priya Chida, “Medicaid Home and Community-Based
Serv1ces Enrollment and Spending,” Ka1ser Family Foundanon February 4, 2020 htms www.kff.org/report-

19 Debra J. Lipson and Susan R. Williams, “Money Follows the Person Demonstration Program: A Profile of
Participants,” Mathematica, January 2011, https://www.mathematica.org/our-publications-and-
findings/publications/money-follows-the-person-demonstration-program-a-profile-of-participants.

20 Better Care Better Jobs Act, S. 2210, https:/ /www.congtess.gov/bill/117th-congtess/senate-bill/2210.

2l Social Security Administration, “SSI Monthly Statistics, April 2021,” May 2021,
https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/statcomps/ssi_monthly/2021-04/table01.html.

22 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-
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In fact, state officials and researchers commonly cite lack of rental assistance as a key barrier to
Medicaid enrollees eligible for MFP making the transition out of institutional care settings. Seventy-
five percent of people who expressed interest in MEFP could not participate because of unaffordable
rent prices, Colorado officials reported in 2015.%

The Administration’s proposal to extend MIP beyond its current end date of 2023 would help
assure participating states of continued funding. But an expansion of the housing voucher program
would help address the lack of affordable, accessible housing and ensure more low-income people
with disabilities and older adults can participate in the program.

Because vouchers can enable households to rent a home on the private market and communities
to tie rental assistance to a specific place, they can help provide a flexible tool for serving older
adults and disabled people. Some households can use vouchers to move out of institutions to a
neighborhood that fits their needs, and others may need rental assistance to make their current
home more affordable to avoid having to move from an existing community. A community can also
use project-based vouchers to help ensure accessible homes remain affordable or be combined with
coordinated services to create supportive housing.

Vouchers Can Help Low-Income Students Succeed in Higher Education

Higher education is out of reach for many people due to cost, and as a result, so are jobs that
require degrees or certificates beyond a high school diploma. To help more students, particularly
those from low-income families, access higher education, the President’s recovery agenda includes
proposals to reduce the costs of college. This includes making two years of community college free
to all, increasing federal educational grants, investing in programs to improve college retention and
completion, and expanding resources for Historically Black Colleges and Universities, Tribal
Colleges and Universities, and other Minority-Serving Institutions. All of these proposals will help
reduce barriers to higher education for students with low incomes, students of color, and those
facing obstacles.

Focusing solely on access is not sufficient. President Biden has proposed investing $62 billion in
programs to improve college retention and completion, which could provide necessary services to
help students finish their degrees. Students face many hurdles to completing a program, including
housing instability. For many low-income students, it is difficult to attend classes and engage with
coursework if they are couch surfing, working multiple jobs to cover rent and other basic needs, or
experiencing some form of housing instability. People with children or other caregiving
responsibilities in particular may find it difficult to complete a program if they must prioritize
providing for their dependents over their educational goals. About 15 percent of those attending
community college are single parents, and 62 percent of all full-time community college students
work at least part time.* In some situations, students can use financial aid to help pay for housing,

the-person-2015-annual-evaluation-report.

24 American Association of Community Colleges, “Fast Facts 2021,” March 2021, https://www.aacc.nche.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03/AACC 2021 FastFacts.pdf.
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but rising tuition and rent costs mean that even with the Administration’s proposed increases in
federal, need-based aid, students would likely still face financial bartiers.”

While the Housing Choice Voucher program does have some restrictions on students receiving
assistance,” an expansion of the program would still help many housing-insecure students, including
those from low-income families, with a disability or child, who are older than age 24, or exiting
foster care. Seventeen percent of community college students said they experienced homelessness in
the previous year, and 46 percent said they were housing insecure in a 2019 survey.”” While the
President’s proposal could provide needed services to students, it will not address students’ housing
insecurity beyond one-time emergency payments. Rental assistance would provide these students
with the stability they need to complete their programs and reach their goals.

Vouchers Would Increase Access to Improved Broadband

As the pandemic has made clear, reliable internet access helps people more fully participate in
society and the economy and is often necessary for people’s jobs, education, and health. President
Biden’s recovery and infrastructure proposals recognize the importance of internet access by
investing $100 billion to help provide affordable, reliable broadband across the country.

While this investment would help many more people access broadband, people with low incomes
facing housing hardship may still encounter barriers. Housing instability could disrupt internet
access if families must move or can’t afford both rent and internet costs, and those experiencing
homelessness may not be able to charge or access a device to get online when internet is available.
Even with internet access, overcrowded situations could leave children without a quiet place to
focus on schoolwork, and adults without a space suitable for remote work or online medical
appointments.

For the 11.2 million renter households paying more than 50 percent of their incomes on rents and
utilities, even a minimal cost for broadband could be out of reach, as families make choices about
how to use their limited budget and remain stably housed. While improved broadband could help
many people experiencing homelessness or housing instability find information on housing
resources, they will still not be able to get any help without additional funding for rental assistance.
Expanding the Housing Choice Voucher program would also free up more of people’s incomes to
afford reasonably priced broadband and help maintain their housing security so they can more fully
enjoy the benefits of high-speed internet access.

25 Michael Mitchell, Michael Leachman, and Matt Saenz, “State Higher Education Funding Cuts Have Pushed Costs to
Students, Worsened Inequality,” CBPP, October 24, 2019, https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/state-

higher-education-funding-cuts-have-pushed-costs-to-students; Erik Gartland, “2019 Income-Rent Gap Underscores
Need for Rental Assistance, Census Data Show,” CBPP, September 18, 2020, https://www.cbpp.org/blog/2019-

income-rent-gap-underscores-need-for-rental-assistance-census-data-show.

26 See U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, “Housing Choice Voucher Program Guidebook:

https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PIH/documents/HCV Guidebook Eligibility Determination and Denial of Assi

stance.pdf.

*7 Christine Baker-Smith, ef al, “#RealCollege 202: Five Years of Evidence on Campus Basic Needs Insecurity,” The
Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice, revised February 2020, https://hope4college.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/02/2019 RealCollege Survey Report.pdf.
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