




Despite slowing demand and the continued 

strength of new construction, rental markets 

remain extremely tight. Vacancy rates are 

at decades-long lows, pushing up rents 

far faster than incomes. Both the number 

and share of cost-burdened renters are 

again on the rise, especially among middle

income households. These conditions 

reflect fundamental market changes since 

the recession, including an influx of higher

income households, constraints on new 

supply, and substantial losses of low-cost 

rentals. With only limited federal support, 

state and local agencies are doing what they 

can to expand the affordable housing supply. 

What is needed, however, is a comprehensive 

response from all levels of government to 

address the scale of the nation's rental 

affordability crisis. 

STRONG DEMAND FROM HIGH-INCOME RENTERS 

After more than a decade-long runup, renter household growth 

appears to have plateaued. By the Housing Vacancy Survey's count, 

the number of renters fell by a total of 222,000 between 2016 and 

2018, but then more than made up for this lost ground with a gain 

of 350,000 through the first three quarters of 2019. 

At the same time, however, the number of high-income renters con

tinued to climb, increasing by 545,000 in 2016-2018 alone. In fact, 

households with real incomes of at least $75,000 accounted for over 

three-quarters of the growth in renters (3.2 million) from 2010 to 2018, 

while the number earning less than $30,000 fell by nearly 1 million 

(Figure 1). This represents a sharp reversal of trends in the 2000s, when 

low-income households drove 93 percent of renter growth and the 

number of high-income households declined by 160,000. 

This shift has significantly altered the profile of the typical renter 

household. When rentership rates hit bottom in 2004 during the 

homeownership boom, 18 percent of renters earned $75,000 or more 

and 42 percent earned less than $30,000. By 2018, this disparity had 

narrowed considerably, with high-income households accounting 

for 23 percent of renters and low-income households for 38 percent. 

Renting has also become much more common among the age 

groups and family types traditionally more likely to own their hous

ing. According to the Housing Vacancy Survey, between the onset 

of the homeownership boom in 1994 and the first three quarters of 

2019, rentership rates were up 4.5 percentage points among house

holds aged 35-44 and 5.3 percentage points among households 

aged 45-54. Even among households aged 55-64, the renter share 

increased 4.2 percentage points over this period. Meanwhile, from 

the homeownership peak in 2004 to 2018, the number of married 

couples with children that owned homes fell by 2.7 million, while 

the number renting rose by 680,000. These changes have meant that 

families with children now make up a larger share of renter house

holds (29 percent) than owner households (26 percent). 

The increase in renting among high-income, older, and larger house

holds reflects fundamental shifts in the composition of demand. 
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