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INTRODUCTION 
Housing is the foundation to ensuring that we all have the opportunity to age in our own homes and 
communities. Yet conversations about supports for older adults often overlook the importance of federal rental 
assistance. Tese programs include various forms of assistance that support low-income renters, such as housing 
vouchers, public housing, and supportive housing for seniors and people with disabilities. Older adults, including 
over two million seniors age 62 and over, are served across all these and other federal rental assistance programs.1 

At the same time, too many low-income older adults – including nearly four million older renter households— 
are unassisted and do not have afordable housing.2 Tese older adults face risks of homelessness and 
institutionalization. Policymakers must protect and expand federal rental assistance so that everyone, including 
older adults, can access housing they can aford. 

WHAT IS FEDERAL RENTAL ASSISTANCE? 
In this resource, “federal rental assistance” refers to rental subsidies provided through the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)’s housing and homeless assistance programs, as well as the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Rural Rental Assistance (Section 521) program. HUD administers the vast 
majority of federal rental assistance. 

Some forms of federal rental assistance are “project-based” and tied to subsidized units. For example, 
tenants receiving assistance through HUD’s Section 202 senior housing program live in subsidized units that 
are part of HUD housing “projects”. 

The largest federal rental assistance program (and the federal rental assistance program serving the highest 
number of older adults) is HUD’s Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program. Vouchers are generally a form 
of “tenant-based” rental assistance and provide households with subsidies they can use to rent units in the 
private market. The HCV program serves about 800,000 older adult households. 

HUD programs overall are serving an increasingly older population. Among HUD’s major federal rental 

assistance programs, about 42% of households are headed by older adults age 62 and over. Almost 
half of these households include someone with a disability.3 



 

  Only about one in three older adults who needs subsidized housing 
receives it because of the scarcity of federal rental assistance. 

More Older Adults Cannot Afford Rents and Are Becoming Homeless 
Older adults are the fastest growing age group among people experiencing homelessness, with many losing their 
housing for the frst time after age 50 due to unafordable rents.4 While many factors contribute to homelessness, 
a key driver for older adults and others is housing unafordability and the widening gap between incomes and 
rental costs. 

In 2024, older adults age 55 and over comprised about 20% of all people experiencing homelessness. Almost half 
of these older adults were unsheltered, living in places such as cars, parks, or on the streets despite many having 
serious health conditions and disabilities.5  

Older adults are signifcantly overrepresented among extremely low-income 
renters, many of whom have incomes at or below the federal poverty level.6  In 2024, older  
Many low-income older adults live on limited fxed incomes, relying on Social adults age 55 and 
Security and/or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) to meet all their basic “over  comprised 
needs. Tese benefts, while vital, are modest and have not kept pace with about  20%  of all 
surging rents: people experiencing  

homelessness.•  SSI: More than seven million older adults and people with disabilities, 
including more than two million seniors age 65 and over, rely on SSI 
and are priced out of every housing market in the country.7 Te current  
maximum federal SSI beneft is only $967 per month for individuals,8 which is substantially less than the 
estimated national average rent of around $1,556 per month for a one-bedroom apartment.9  

•  Social Security: Older adults living on Social Security also often have housing costs that are 
unafordable. Te average monthly Social Security retirement beneft is only around $1,976.10 Older  
adults living on this amount must spend almost 79% of their income to pay the national average rent for 
a one-bedroom apartment. 

Too Many Older Adults Cannot Access Federal Rental Assistance 
Only about one in three older adults who needs subsidized housing receives it because of the scarcity of federal 
rental assistance.11 Unlike many other public benefts, federal rental assistance is not an entitlement program in 
which everyone who is eligible can receive benefts. Congress must allocate funding for federal rental assistance 
through an annual appropriations process, and this funding consistently falls far short of meeting the need. 
Although rents and homelessness have increased, levels of rental assistance have dropped to their lowest levels in 
almost 25 years, meaning that fewer households are being served.12 

As a result, older adults applying for federal rental assistance face closed or multiyear-long waitlists. In some areas 
of the country, people may wait more than a decade to receive assistance. According to a national survey of Area 
Agencies on Aging (AAAs), 71% of respondents identifed the unavailability or long wait for subsidized housing 
as a major challenge facing older adults.13 

“
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Older adults who are waiting for subsidized housing often face dire circumstances, with many unhoused older 
adults dying while homeless. Research shows that older adults age 50 and over who remain homeless experience 
accelerated aging and elevated mortality risks. Tese individuals develop geriatric conditions, such as frailty and 
cognitive impairments, usually found in people at least 20 years older.14 Consequently, the median age of death 
for older adults experiencing homelessness is only about 65 years.15  

Federal Rental Assistance Helps Older Adults Achieve Economic Security 
In addition to supporting older adults with housing, federal rental assistance improves older adults’ economic 
security. Federal rental assistance is one of the most efective anti-poverty programs for seniors, lifting more older 
adults out of poverty than any other government program besides Social Security.16 In 2023, federal housing 
subsidies raised over 700,000 seniors age 65 and over above the poverty line.17 

For older adults, housing is their greatest expense.18 More older adults than ever now experience housing cost 
burdens, meaning they spend more than 30% of their incomes on housing costs. In 2021, more than half of older 
renter households (56%, or over four million households) were cost burdened. Adding to this challenge is the lack 
of assets among older renters, with more than four in 10 older renters having less than $1,000 in cash savings.19 

Households with federal rental assistance, however, pay an afordable amount 
(generally about 30% of their incomes) towards rent, with the housing subsidy 
covering the rest of housing costs up to a certain limit. By helping low-income 
older adults pay for housing, federal rental assistance reduces seniors’ fnancial 

Iburdens and allows them to use their limited resources to meet their other basic 
honeeds, such as food and healthcare. 

rais
seFederal Rental Assistance Helps Older Adults Age in  

Place o
poverty line. 

Most older adults who develop long-term care needs want to avoid institutions 
and age in place instead, remaining in their own homes with in-home supports. 
Decades of research and evidence show that unafordable housing leads to people losing their homes, while rental 
assistance helps people stay housed. Federal rental assistance prevents forced moves and evictions that can lead to 
not only homelessness, but also institutionalization for older adults with disabilities. 

Unafordable housing is linked to unnecessary institutionalization. A study of older renters found that those who 
experienced housing cost burdens had the greatest likelihood of moving into nursing homes (the cost of which 
is often covered by Medicaid), even after adjusting for other factors, such as health and functioning. Researchers 
concluded that unafordable housing likely contributes to unnecessary nursing home placement, stating that 
“access to afordable housing…is critical to prevent costly nursing home use and allow people to live in an 
environment that appropriately matches their needs.”20  

For older adults already in – but trying to leave – institutions, federal rental assistance facilitates access to 
community-based housing. Older adults in particular face challenges transitioning from institutions due to the 
lack of afordable housing in the community that meets their needs. One study of participants in Medicaid’s 
Money Follows the Person (MFP) program, which helps disabled adults of all ages move out of institutions 
and into the community, found that older adults were the only group for whom housing barriers signifcantly 
predicted a failure to transition (as opposed to longer transitioning times).21  
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To address housing challenges for participants, many state MFP programs have partnered with public 
housing authorities (PHAs), which help administer federal rental assistance at the state and local levels. Tese 
collaborations have improved access to housing for MFP participants who would otherwise be unable to secure 
housing in the community.22 PHAs even have the option under federal regulations and guidance to implement 
waiting list preferences for older and disabled adults, including those transitioning from or at risk of entering 
institutions.23 Federal rental assistance can therefore enable older adults to live in the community and age in 
place. 

CONCLUSION 
Federal rental assistance is a critical part of the nation’s safety net for seniors. By promoting housing and 
economic security, federal rental assistance can help solve homelessness and prevent institutionalization among 
older adults. To support low-income older adults, policymakers must protect and expand federal rental assistance 
so that all seniors can stay housed and age with dignity. 
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