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Story

A mother and her daughter live in the heart of North Carolina. The mother is the designated 
caretaker of her daughter, who uses a wheelchair due to having cerebral palsy. The mother is 
around 70 years old and makes a monthly income of under $2k a month, with some of that 
income coming from federal assistance. This monthly income places her below the federal 
poverty line. With their monthly income, the mother and daughter cannot afford housing in 
the North Carolina Triangle area, which, on average, equates to almost her monthly income, 
which would leave little to no extra for food and daily life costs. The mother and daughter 
have been on waitlists for subsidized housing in Durham and Butner for over a year and have 
yet to find somewhere to live. Currently, they live in a Raleigh shelter for women experiencing 
homelessness. She says, “I’m not the only one out here looking for affordable housing. I 
know how hard it is, and there are many people out there looking for affordable housing, a 
place to stay .” 

The story captured here is of Raleigh resident Julia Stokes. Julia’s story is a familiar narrative 
in the United States, with millions of individuals struggling to make ends meet with the 
rising housing costs. A lack of affordable and public housing has created conditions where 
families must worry about the future of their family’s ability to find secure housing across 
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the country. Families like Julia Stokes and her daughter deserve to have secure, stable, and 
affordable homes. This paper explores the affordable housing crisis by looking at the history 
of the issue in the United States, addressing the current state in the United States and North 
Carolina, and highlighting innovative and essential solutions to address the issue so families 
across the country can thrive.  

Summary

This paper examines the United State’s affordable housing crisis by exploring its history, 
current state, and the profound impacts on families and communities. With 31 percent of 
all households in the United States are spending 30 percent or more of their income on 
housing, the costs of living have become increasingly unaffordable for a growing number 
of individuals. Consequently, the rates of homelessness have increased 12 percent from 
2022 to 2023 alone. Marcia Fudge, Secretary of Housing and Urban Development, said in a 
statement: 

“This data underscores the urgent need for support for proven solutions and strategies 
that help people quickly exit homelessness and that prevent homelessness in the first 
place.” 

To prevent homelessness and provide environments where families can be safe and 
prosperous, we must address the affordable housing crisis. The paper highlights the urgent 
need for solutions and recommends:

•	 increasing the housing supply in underserved areas

•	 building accessory dwelling units (ADUs) and micro-housing

•	 drawing inspiration from global practices like housing cooperatives and mixed-income 
housing 

These strategies aim to ensure stable, affordable homes for all, fostering economic stability, 
improved health outcomes, and enhanced educational opportunities. 

Introduction: Why should we care about affordable housing?  

Caring about the affordable housing crisis means caring about the future of our country and 
societal well-being. In 2019, the United States Interagency Council on Homeless published 
a paper addressing how stable and affordable housing yields stronger outcomes for 
children, youth, and adults related to many well-being categories, like employment, health, 
and education.  The paper explains how young people without stable housing are more 
vulnerable to mental health problems, developmental delays, and poor cognitive outcomes.   
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The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development Office of Policy Development 
and Research did a 3-year study on the impacts of housing and services intervention on 
homelessness. In the study, they revealed how vital stable housing is, not just for youth 
but for adults as well, seeing reductions in adult psychological distress and experiences 
of intimate partner violence.  Additionally, countless research has shown that housing is a 
crucial component to reducing intergenerational poverty and increasing economic mobility.  
Stable, affordable housing raises young children’s math and reading test scores and has 
lower school dropout rates and violence rates.   

From an economic perspective, affordable housing can help improve the United States 
economy for a few reasons. A Forbes article captures one financial advantage of affordable 
housing: “Affordable housing stays rented; most properties have a waiting list. And the 
rents are more reliably paid, often through a voucher system that ensures it. Unlike luxury 
properties with occupancy rates that fluctuate with the economy, affordable housing rentals 
remain steady.”  Therefore, communities are more likely to have a stable income of economic 
benefits.

Furthermore, affordable housing allows individuals to contribute more to the economy 
through spending power. Since less of their income 
is allocated towards housing costs, individuals 
can invest more in nutritious food, childcare, 
and healthcare.  NHP Foundation is a nonprofit 
organization providing affordable housing across 
the United States. In areas where NHPF has 
properties, there has been an increase in restaurants 
in healthcare facilities to match the increased 
spending power these residents experience. 

Lastly, affordable housing boosts the job market. 
Business Insider stated there is a correlation between 
the housing crisis and labor shortage.  While cities 
have many job openings, more affordable housing 
is often needed. Therefore, people pass on career 
opportunities because they can’t afford to live in 
these areas. Christina Stacy, a principal research 
associate at the Urban Institute, said, “People need 
safe, stable, affordable housing in high-opportunity 
neighborhoods to have any upward economic 
mobility.”   

These reasons exemplify why investing in affordable housing in the United States is essential. 
Addressing the affordable housing crisis will build a strong foundation for better employment, 
an increased economy, and better health and educational outcomes. We need to prioritize 
affordable housing to build prosperous families and communities. 

Join us in supporting a future 
where families are seen, engaged, 
and have what they need to thrive.  
Engage in conversations about com-
munity-driven change and making a 
difference together.

Powerful storytelling 
and ideas on family 
well-being.

Listen to 
this episode 
on all major 
platforms and at 
seenoutloud.com

Seen Out Loud Podcast

www.seenoutloud.com
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What Constitutes as Affordable Housing & History of Affordable Housing 

To fully understand the present situation of affordable housing in the United States, we need 
to view the issue from a historical lens to gain a deeper understanding of the context of the 
issue and inform more effective and equitable practices going forward. 

The Great Depression exacerbated housing problems in the United States. As a response, 
the U.S. established the Public Works Administration (PWA) to create jobs and improve the 
nation’s infrastructure.   Part of the effort was to provide more affordable housing options for 
citizens.  Nonetheless, due to continuing state-sanctioned segregation, Black, Indigenous, 
and people of color benefitted little from these investments, often determined as being 
unfavorable for public and private investment.  The United States Housing Act of 1937 was 
then put into place to: 

“provide financial assistance to the States and political subdivisions therof for the  
elimination of unsafe and unsanitary housing conditions, for the eradication of slums, 
for the provision of decent, safe, and sanitary dwellings for families of low income, and 
for the reduction of unemployment and the stimulation of business activity, to create a 
United States Housing Authority, and for other purposes.” 

While the intended purpose of the act seems sound, Black families were prevented from 
receiving these benefits and liberties through redlining.  Redlining refers to the practice of 
government homeownership programs using color-coded maps ranking the loan worthiness 
of neighborhoods in cities across the United States.  Neighborhoods were given grades 
from “A” through “D,” with “D” being representative of areas they did not see as worthy of 
investment. Many of these “D” areas were predominantly Black neighborhoods.  The term 
redlining then describes denying people access to credit because of where they live, often 
based on race.  This discrimination was devastating for many reasons, including the increased 
lower hand this gave Black families for overall well-being. Homeownership is determined 
to be one of the most significant sources of wealth for United States households because 
it allows families to invest in other portions of well-being, including children’s education 
and handling financial emergencies.  Additionally, homeownership correlates with greater 
financial stability and higher rates of life satisfaction.  

In response to the discrimination in affordable housing in the United States from redlining 
practices of the Federal Housing Administration, the Fair Housing Act was passed in 1968. 
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development explains how the Fair Housing 
Act protects people from discrimination based on race, color, national origin, religion, sex, 
gender identity, familial status, and disability when they are renting or buying a home, getting 
a mortgage, seeking housing assistance, or engaging in other housing-related activities.  
While this did not undo all the historically discriminatory practices of affordable housing, 
this Act moved towards the sentiment of more inclusive practices. 



The Need for Affordable 
Housing is Growing
With an estimated 31 percent of 
households in the United States 
spending at least 30 percent of 
their income on housing costs, 
the U.S. is in an affordable 
housing crisis. 

An article by the National Low 
Income Housing Coalition wrote, 
“Research shows that increasing 
access to affordable housing is 
the most cost-effective strategy 
for reducing childhood poverty 
and increasing economic 
mobility in the United States.”

This quote exemplifies how 
affordable housing is a 
cornerstone component to 
ensuring happy, healthy, and 
thriving families and communities 
and the importance of the issue 
needs to be addressed promptly.

Continue reading to learn more 
about The Housing Crisis and 
approaches to alleviate the 
burden.
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In 1969, Congress passed the “Brooke Amendment,” which 
limited the percentage of income that public housing 
tenants must pay in rent.  Initially, the figure was 25% 
of a tenant’s income. This was later raised in the 1980s 
to the 30% standard. A few years later, the Housing and 
Community Development Act of 1974, Section 8, provided 
rental assistance to low-income families. However, housing 
programs were significantly reduced under the Reagen 
Administration during the 1980s.   

The 2000s notably brought the 2008 financial crisis, 
which acted as a substantial blow to affordable housing 
in the United States. The 2008 housing market crash led 
to more Americans opting to rent homes rather than 
buy because of skyrocketing prices and the economic 
recession.  Fast forward to the present day, stagnant 
wages and an increasing cost of living paint a familiar 
picture of a lack of affordable housing in the United States. 
The Office of Policy Development and Research (PD&R) 
currently defines affordable housing as affordability in 
terms of percentage of income. The 30-percent threshold 
acts as the indicator of affordability for housing in the 
United States.  The Office of Policy and Research further 
describes how “keeping housing costs below 30 percent 
of income is intended to ensure that households have 
enough money to pay for other nondiscretionary costs.” 
The 30 percent rule includes rent or mortgage payments, 
homeowner association fees, and utilities (i.e., water, 
gas, electricity, and internet).  From a policy perspective, 
those who spend more than 30 percent of their income 
on their housing costs are considering to be “housing cost 
burdened.”  

Issue in the United States and NC

For housing to be considered “affordable,” it must be 
no more than 30 percent of an individual or household’s 
income. According to an article published by the 
USAFacts Team, 31 percent of all households in the U.S. are 
spending 30 percent or more of their income on housing. 
The numbers are even higher for those renting, with 50 
percent of renting households spending 30 percent or 
more on housing costs versus 21 percent of homeowners.  
A Harvard University report from the Joint Center for 
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Housing Studies found that housing was unaffordable for a record half of renters in 2022. 
These renters are paying more than 30 percent of their income for rent and utilities, with 
some paying even 50 percent.   

According to an article in the Raleigh News & Observer, an individual working on North 
Carolina minimum wage ($7.25/hr), an individual would have to work 139 hours per week to 
afford the rent for a rental unit that costs $1,311 (fair market value for a two-bedroom).  The 
article further explains how the average worker in the state makes $20.61 an hour, less than 
the $25.21 an hour predicted to stay within the 30 percent of income rule for housing. Dr. 
Jacob Faber, an Associate Professor of Sociology and Public Service at New York University, 
builds on the data in this article by speaking about how there is not a state in the country 
where someone working at minimum wage 40 hours a week could afford a typical two-
bedroom apartment.  

The data exemplifies how households of lower income brackets are at increased risk of 
being in unsustainable living conditions, with 64 percent of households that earned less 
than 50,000 annually spending more than 30 percent on housing.  The National Low Income 
Housing Coalition released data saying that in 2021, 33 affordable housing units were available 
for every 100 extremely low-income households.  News anchor Andrew Dymburt reported 
on an ABC News clip in 2023 how, due to the lack of affordable housing, the waiting list 
for public housing in the U.S. can take up to five years, with the wait time increasing over 
the past few years.  The issue of affordable housing is affecting an increasing number of 
individuals, mainly due to the expanding gap between wages and rent. According to a CBS 
News article, rent jumped 30.4% nationwide between 2019 and 2023. Still, wages during the 
same period only rose 20.2%, with Charlotte, North Carolina, being amongst the cities with 
the broadest growth between rent and wages.   

The United State’s history of redlining and other discriminatory practices creates 
inequitable conditions within the housing crisis. Black, Latino, and Indigenous households 
are disproportionately categorized as extremely low-income renters and consequently 
disproportionately affected by the housing shortage. NC Newsline reported in April of 
2024 that 19 percent of Black households, 16 percent of American Indian or Alaska Native 
households, and 13 percent of Latino households are extremely low-income renters. This 
compares to six percent of white non-Latino households.  Chun et al. found through using 
a longitudinal national survey with more than 23,000 responses that Black and Hispanic 
respondents were more vulnerable to housing-related hardships than White individuals 
following the pandemic.   

One of the significant consequences of a lack of affordable housing is homelessness. Dr. 
Margot Kushel, a professor of medicine at the University of California San Fransico, is quoted 
saying, “Homelessness is caused by a lack of housing, full stop,” capturing how homelessness 
is the most significant consequence of lacking affordable housing.  In the Lund Report article, 
she continues to say, “The solution to homelessness is to solve our housing crisis. The reason 
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we have this crisis is simply that we have really neglected 
to create and sustain housing that is affordable to all 
members of the community.”  Homelessness is a growing 
issue, with many Americans living paycheck to paycheck, 
worried one crisis or unexpected life event can place them 
without housing. 

The 2023 Annual Homelessness Assessment Report from 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
estimated that at a point in time, at the end of January, at 
least 653,104 people (about half the population of Hawaii) 
experienced homelessness, coming to 20 of every 10,000 
people in the United States. The rate of both sheltered 
and unsheltered homelessness is the highest it has ever 
been, increasing 13 percent since 2007. The report also 
highlights the overall number of families with children who 
are experiencing homelessness on a given day to have 
increased by more than 25,000 people between 2022 and 
2023. Homelessness not only diminishes an individual’s 
access to safe housing, it decreases their overall health; 
it is predicted people who experience homelessness die 
nearly 30 years earlier than the average U.S. individual.  

The urgency to prioritize the affordable housing crisis grew 
as the Supreme Court has ‘greenlighted the criminalization 
of homelessness.’  An article published on June 28, 2024 
from UC Berkley explains how the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruling cleared a path for “local governments to more 
aggressively enforce camping bans and punish homeless 
people for sleeping outside, even when shelter space is 
lacking.”  Following the ruling, experts in social welfare, 
public health, law, and policy explain how the ruling will 
force urgenthe homeless population to more isolated, less 
visible, and more hazardous areas. The ruling underscores 
the need to address the root causes of homelessness, like 
affordable housing. 

Overall, the data and current state of the U.S. show a 
troubling trend of increasing housing costs outpacing 
wage growth, putting strain on families of all economic 
backgrounds, particularly those of lower income brackets. 
With stable and affordable housing being a cornerstone 
for economic, mental, and educational well-being, it is 
imperative to prioritize and invest in fostering healthier and 

Lightbulb Moments in 
the Light Lab
Demystify family well-being

The Light Lab offers Light 
Papers and Lightbulb Moment 
articles that explore research 
and personal stories for a 
broader perspective on child 
welfare topics.

•	 Unravel complex topics
•	 Discover insights and 

innovation
•	 Leverage insighwts to 

drive change

While Light Papers are deep 
dives in a longer format, 
Lightbulb Moments are short 
commentary on a current topic. 
Explore our latest articles and 
resource link library.

Learn more at 
instituteforfamily.org

https://instituteforfamily.org/


instituteforfamily.org

LIGHT LAB

Page  8

Learn more about 
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Explore free on-demand training 
content.
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learner-driven courses offer flexibility 
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more equitable housing societies where everyone has the right to feel safe and protected 
in their living situation. The alarming rise in homelessness further shows the urgency of 
addressing affordable housing in the U.S.  

Recommendations 

The affordable housing crisis in the U.S. has far-reaching consequences that require 
immediate attention. A history of controversial and sometimes ineffective policies and 
interventions shows there are no easy solutions to the crisis. Nonetheless, there are areas 
and interventions we can advocate for to support individuals and families across the U.S. 
Below; we will discuss these actionable strategies to alleviate the burden of the affordable 
housing issue for all individuals, creating safe environments where families can raise healthy, 
successful families. 

1.	 With a housing shortage in the U.S., communities, 
governments, and private enterprises should 
work together to increase the supply of housing, 
particularly in underserved areas. This holistic 
approach leverages the strengths and resources 
of different sectors to ensure the diverse needs 
of families are met. The World Economic Forum 
describes that these public-private partnerships 
(PPPs) often work by the government providing 
land, development rights and tax incentives, 
while housing developers contribute the financial 
and operational portions.  The Lincoln Institute of 
Land Policy furthers the argument for PPPs by 
claiming how the factors that are contributing to 
the affordable housing crisis, like rising income 
inequality, stagnant incomes, and a lack of 
innovation in the construction sector, demand 
collaboration between government and the 
private sector to “ensure long-term affordability 
and to protect residents from displacement.”   
 
Effective partnerships between communities, 
governments and private sector allow for 
collaboration of a diverse set of stakeholders 
and to address specific community needs. In New York City, the demand for affordable 
housing is surpassing the supply, with the current construction people of around 
800,000 units only meeting 14 percent of the need.  To address the growing need, 
developers and operators have stepped up to assist the government in establishing 
more affordable housing options to not only build the city’s economic well-being, 
but to increase positive impacts for communities. L+M Development Partners is a 

https://lmdevpartners.com/news-awards/news/
https://instituteforfamily.org/
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prime example of public-private partnerships at work. L+M Development Partners is 
one of the oldest and largest developers to manage affordable housing in NYC.  The 
development agency has invested money and provided incentives to support a wide 
range of community groups and nonprofits; while working with groups to ensure they 
know about the populations they are serving. Through community partnership, L+M has 
acquired, built, or preserved more than 46,000 residential units, 86 percent of which 
are affordable.  In the Bronx, in partnership with the New York Housing Authority, 722 
units of public housing at Baychester Houses were rehabilitated and preserved. Through 
this, the partnership was able to ensure homes remained permanently affordable.   
 
New York City is not the only location in the United States embracing these partnerships. 
In Washington, D.C., the city government built a new bridge across the Anacostia River 
and built a community-focused park in efforts to connect affluent Capitol Hill on the 
west side of the river and the low-income Southeast neighborhoods on the east side of 
the river.  The government wanted to use the bridge park as an opportunity to involve 
low-income individuals who are not often heard out. To make this vision come to life, 
the government was able to partner with City First Enterprises, Inc and the Washington 
Area Community Investment Fund, Inc to develop a multi-year community-based plan 
that prioritized creating affordable housing in this area to protect the individuals with 
lower average incomes living in the area by proposing a community land trust (CLT). This 
CLT would “purchase land trust before their prices increased and then maintain their 
affordability to low-income people.”  In the process, a 65-unit apartment building was able 
to work with the partnership to purchase their building and assure its future affordability. 
 
We should work towards these public-private partnerships being the norm instead of the 
exception. When a multidimensional, multilevel approach is taken to address affordable 
housing, diverse and often underserved communities can flourish.

2.	 Communities should consider building accessory dwelling units (ADUs) to create 
sustainable, efficient, and affordable housing in the United States.  An accessory 
dwelling unit (ADU) is defined as a secondary house or apartment that shares the 
building lot of a larger, primary home.  Examples of these units can include a guest house 
or a detached garage. ADUs are an attractive option to address the affordable housing 
crisis because they can go for hundreds of dollars less than apartment rental units.  
Not only do they provide a suitable and affordable option in communities, requiring 
less construction time and materials, ADUs increase property value and maximize use 
of land.  In a Governing posted in 2023, Emily Hamilton describes how legalizing the 
building of ADUs for homeowners on a state level can allow for wider use of this strategy.  
 
One of the most significant roadblocks for ADUs is zoning rules and 
regulations. States like California, Oregon, Washington State, Massachusetts, 
and Minnesota pioneered supportive policies and rules for ADUs.  
 
California is a prime example of the positive impact AUDs can have on communities. 
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Legislation in California has not only eased restrictions 
but encouraged accessory dwelling units. Between 2016 
and 2021, ADU permits in California increased by 1,421%, 
with the number of AUDs constructed growing from 
5,832 to 17,460.  The housing alternative is elevated in 
appeal through CalHFA’s ADU Grant Program, which 
offers up to $40,000 to reimburse costs having to 
do with site prep, architectural designs, permits, and 
energy reports.  In the Bay area, a 37-year-old nonprofit 
work was able to afford homeownership through 
buying an ADU in her mom’s backyard.  In San Diego, 
a landlord added a two-bedroom unit in his backyard 
to give students in the area a more affordable option. 
 
Recently, more states have loosened regulations and 
shown support for ADUs. In North Carolina, state 
lawmakers approved legislation allowing smaller 
housing units to be built across the state in areas zone 
for single-family homes. North Carolina Representative 
Vernetta Alston of Durham explained how, “It’s a great 
option for family members, college-aged kids, a lot 
of visiting professionals. It’s a good option that can 
often be naturally more affordable than a lot of other 
options in the market.” As mentioned earlier, many 
professionals pass on job opportunities to a lack of 
affordable housing options in the area. The growing lack 
of affordable housing in metropolitan areas specifically 
is causing higher commute times and distances, 
leading to a lack of productivity in the workforce.  As 
Representative Vernetta Alston captures, AUDs may 
help lessen the burden on professionals and give a 
more affordable option to stay closer to their jobs. 
 
ADUs are also helpful alternatives for allowing 
communities to grow and become more inclusive. The 
World Economic Forum describes how ADUs can help fill 
the gap of much-needed “missing middle” housing.  The 
article explains how some struggling individuals do not 
meet the need for government funding assistant, but also 
can’t afford the maximized price points of the growing 
“luxury” developments. Therefore, AUDs can attempt 
to appeal to a variety of price points and lifestyles.  
 
While ADUs will not solve the affordable housing 
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problem, they act as a viable outlet for creating cheaper options for families and should 
be explored in communities. 

3.	 We can draw inspiration from successful global practices and embrace housing 
cooperatives and mixed-income housing. This approach ensures safe and affordable 
homes and fosters vibrant, inclusive communities. We don’t simply want to allow families 
to survive when it comes to affordable housing and their continued well-being; we want 
them to be in environments where they can thrive. Housing cooperatives and mixed-
income housing elevate the efforts for affordable housing by creating environments 
where residents can reduce stigma around low-income housing and create communities 
that foster social cohesion and mutual support. Mixed-income housing alleviates poverty, 
increases property values, increases tolerance for diversity of residents of all incomes, 
and improves housing quality, services, and neighborhood conditions for lower-income 
residents.  In East College Park in Raleigh, North Carolina, the City engaged in public-
private partnerships with six builders to develop 98 sing-family homes in a mixed-income 
neighborhood. Sixty percent of neighborhood homes are considered affordable to 
families.  The City of Raleigh started the project in 2017 to address the affordable housing 
crisis by moderating residential values, increasing homeownership opportunities, and 
encouraging diversity within the historic neighborhood. They also placed the community 
close to downtown and with easy access to public transit.  This initiative not only helps to 
alleviate the affordable housing crisis but also promotes a vibrant and diverse community 
with convenient access to urban amenities, helping individuals access additional resources 
and ease of transportation to work. As a result, East College Park serves as a model 
for how mix-income housing can be incorporated to ease the affordable housing crisis. 
 
Similarly, housing cooperatives, where residents become shareholders in a cooperative 
corporation, creates community and accountability, while also establishing long term 
affordability and stability. 

Conclusion  

As explored in this paper, the history and current state of the affordable housing crisis 
demands immediate and innovative action. Stories like that of Julia Stokes and her daughter 
are a poignant reminder of the struggle shared by millions of families in the nation, highlighting 
the profound impact that housing insecurity has on families and communities. Addressing 
the affordable housing crisis is not just a matter of providing shelter; it is about ensuring 
economic stability and security to families, so they have the necessities to prosper. The 
affordable housing crisis in the United States can be alleviated through innovative strategies 
such as:

- Increasing the housing supply through public-private partnerships, 

- Promoting the construction and usage of accessory dwelling units, 

- And adopting global practices, like mixed-income housing.
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We can strive to guarantee every individual and family has the right to secure, stable, and 
affordable homes in our country.

Share your story

While data and research form the foundation of understanding complex issues, the true 
impact of the Affordable Housing Crisis is best conveyed through the humanizing power of 
storytelling. Whether you have personally faced the challenge of securing a safe and affordable 
home, or know someone who has, your story is invaluable. By sharing your experiences and 
insights, you contribute to a collective understanding that can drive meaningful change. We 
invite you to share your story through the Institute for Family’s partnership with StoryCorps 
Studios. Visit our webpage to get started and be part of the solution: https://storycorps.
org/institute-for-family/.

If you have any questions or comments about this Light Paper’s content, please contact our 
Research Associate, Madeline Attianese, at mattianese@chsnc.org.   

https://storycorps.org/institute-for-family/
https://storycorps.org/institute-for-family/
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