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About This Report 

This report presents results from a mixed-methods study that aims to answer the following 
question: What factors, policies, and practices affect the ability of public housing agencies (PHAs)—
specifically, those that are participating in the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s 
(HUD’s) federal Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) Program—to maximize PHAs’ utilization of 
resources? The study, conducted jointly by researchers in the RAND Center on Housing and 
Homelessness and the University of California, Berkeley, Terner Center for Housing Innovation, 
includes qualitative data analyses of interviews with nearly 40 PHA officials and HCV Program 
experts and supporting quantitative analyses using a variety of data from HUD and other sources. 
The research reported here is intended to inform decisionmaking among PHAs, HUD officials, and 
other stakeholders and policymakers interested in the efficacy of this critical rental assistance program. 

Community Health and Environmental Policy Program 
RAND Social and Economic Well-Being is a division of RAND that seeks to actively improve the 

health and social and economic well-being of populations and communities throughout the world. 
This research was conducted in the Community Health and Environmental Policy Program within 
RAND Social and Economic Well-Being. The program focuses on such topics as infrastructure, 
science and technology, industrial policy, community design, community health promotion, migration 
and population dynamics, transportation, energy, and climate and the environment, as well as other 
policy concerns that are influenced by the natural and built environment, technology, and community 
organizations and institutions that affect well-being. For more information, email chep@rand.org.  

This research was conducted by the RAND Center on Housing and Homelessness (CHH), part 
of the Community Health and Environmental Policy Program. The Center on Housing and 
Homelessness is focused on providing policymakers and stakeholders with timely research and 
analysis addressing the dual crises of housing affordability and homelessness. For more information, 
visit www.rand.org/chh.  
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Summary 

The Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) Program serves more than 2.3 million low-income 
households. Research has shown that vouchers improve recipients’ housing quality and stability, 
financial security, and health and well-being (Wood, Turnham, and Mills, 2008; Basolo, 2013; Ellen, 
2020). However, unlike other major federal programs (such as food stamps or Medicaid), the HCV 
Program is not an entitlement; because of funding scarcity, the HCV Program and other federal 
housing assistance programs serve between one in four and one in six eligible households (McCarty, 
2023). Despite this scarcity, the program’s financial resources are regularly underused because of 
myriad challenges.  

Public housing agencies (PHAs) administering the HCV Program face two constraints: a limit on 
the number of vouchers they can issue and a limit on the annual rental assistance budget supporting 
the program. In practice, for many years, the program’s annual budget has been consistently 
insufficient to fund the total number of authorized vouchers. Thus, the roughly 2,200 PHAs 
administering the HCV Program often fail to achieve high voucher utilization because of insufficient 
budgets. But, perhaps more surprisingly, many PHAs also fail to achieve high budget utilization: 32 
percent of PHAs used less than 95 percent of their budget in 2023, leaving more than 1 billion dollars 
(about 3 percent of the total program budget) on the table. This underutilization of program 
resources, despite high demand, is the focus of this report.  

One primary challenge facing all PHAs is the inherent budget uncertainty associated with the 
discretionary nature of the program. This is a through line that undergirds many of the persistent 
challenges faced by PHAs in maximizing their voucher and budget utilization, and we discuss it in 
detail in this report. The annual level of resources made available to PHAs varies substantially from 
year to year, and PHAs often lack certainty about their funding levels until months into a given fiscal 
year. Such uncertainty creates problems that would not exist if the program were funded as an 
entitlement. PHAs must also confront specific local factors that influence how they implement the 
program. Although each PHA’s circumstances are unique, common challenges include local rents 
exceeding voucher payment standards, difficulty recruiting and retaining landlords willing to rent to 
voucher holders, and staffing and funding constraints that limit expansions of efforts aimed at 
increasing utilization. 

This study focuses on the following question: What factors, policies, and practices maximize 
resource utilization in the HCV Program? To answer this question, we analyze variation among 
PHAs according to the two primary measures of program resource use: voucher utilization rate (the 
share of a PHA’s authorized vouchers that are used to lease housing) and budget utilization rate (the 
share of a PHA’s expended annual budget for housing assistance payments). PHAs that do not fully 
utilize their HCV resources help fewer households than they could and risk losing program resources 
in future years. Using our analysis of quantitative HCV Program data and qualitative data derived 
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from interviews with HCV Program experts and key staff at 31 PHAs, we identify and discuss 
practices and policies that are associated with achieving high utilization. 

In addition to providing specific findings and recommendations, we highlight three overarching 
themes. First, the HCV Program’s budget is the primary constraint to serving more households. 
Second, many key factors related to utilization are outside PHAs’ control, including local housing 
market trends (such as low rental vacancy rates and high rents) and program-related factors (such as 
difficulty recruiting and retaining landlords willing to lease homes to voucher holders). Third, many 
PHAs might have the potential to increase voucher and/or budget utilization within their current 
circumstances. In addition to providing recommendations for PHAs, we recommend ways that the 
federal government could provide greater flexibility to PHAs to support higher levels of resource 
utilization. For example, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) could 
allow PHAs wider latitude to implement the HCV Program in ways that align with their 
communities’ needs, focusing on contexts in which there is relatively low risk to providing such 
additional flexibility (a trend that has already been on the rise within the program). Finally, we provide 
recommendations on how outside entities can collaborate with or otherwise support PHAs in 
effectively serving more low-income families.  

Our key findings are as follows: 

• Achieving high levels of budget utilization is becoming much more common than achieving 
high levels of voucher utilization because of changes in how the HCV Program is funded and 
historic increases in rental costs.  

• Although, on average, PHAs’ voucher and budget utilization rates decline as housing markets 
tighten (i.e., median rents increase and rental vacancy rates decrease), some PHAs are 
consistently able to mitigate these challenges and achieve high utilization rates. 

• The use of increased payment standards (the maximum rent that a voucher can cover) has been 
a valuable tool for PHAs to keep up with rapid rent increases but has tended to open a wider 
gap between budget utilization and voucher utilization.  

• Many PHAs are experimenting with geographic variations in payment standards that 
approximate HUD’s growing use of the Small Area Fair Market Rents (SAFMR) policy, 
which varies rental assistance generosity by Zip code. PHAs that are operating in metro areas 
and mandated to use SAFMRs express varying levels of enthusiasm for the policy, though, 
over longer periods, support appears to grow. 

• In addition to increased payment standards, many PHAs have allowed longer search times for 
voucher recipients to find and lease housing to address declining success rates (the share of 
households that successfully lease homes after receiving a voucher). By increasing success rates, 
PHAs can also increase voucher and budget utilization while avoiding the need to issue 
vouchers that PHAs do not receive administrative funding to support and that do not 
ultimately help eligible families. 

• Given that many households that receive vouchers do not successfully lease housing with 
them, many PHAs issue vouchers to more households than they have the resources to 
support. Views differ among PHAs on the merits of maximizing voucher and budget 
utilization through overissuing that can increase the risk of budget shortfall. Although many 
interviewees suggested that HUD has become increasingly supportive of this approach, since 
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2024, there has been a sharp rise in PHAs experiencing budget shortfall, increasing the 
systemwide risk of being unable to sustain existing levels of rental assistance if future program 
funding does not increase. 

• PHAs in our qualitative sample are increasingly undertaking innovations to support voucher 
holders’ housing searches and landlord engagement, following efforts by PHAs in the Moving 
to Work and Emergency Housing Voucher programs. The lack of financial resources for 
these services in the HCV Program limits their adoption, but some PHAs provide these 
services by partnering with local governments, Continuums of Care, and nonprofit 
organizations.  

• PHAs have substantially increased the number of vouchers that they attach to properties 
rather than issue directly to households. These project-based vouchers are particularly 
important for facilitating the production and preservation of deeply affordable housing 
(housing affordable to those with extremely low incomes), including permanent supportive 
housing projects for people exiting homelessness. However, some PHAs are concerned that 
project-basing vouchers could lead to serving fewer families with children and reduced 
residential choice for voucher holders. 

We draw on these findings to make the following recommendations: 

• PHAs seeking to maximize their budget resources should use HUD’s utilization analysis tools 
or customized applications that leverage local contextual knowledge to develop data-driven 
voucher issuance strategies. PHAs might also benefit from considering issuance strategies that 
allow for a slightly higher risk of shortfall in accordance with HUD guidance on this issue.  

• PHAs with low success rates should extend allowable search times to 180 days and allow even 
longer search times for households facing higher barriers to finding housing.  

• PHAs should proactively experiment with variable payment standards, including across-the-
board increases or payment standards that vary by geographic location based on higher-quality 
housing and neighborhood amenities, although these policies generally come at the cost of 
reducing the number of vouchers that will ultimately be used.  

• To maximize utilization, PHAs should adopt a customer-service approach to recruiting and 
managing landlord relationships and assisting tenants with housing search and other needs; 
PHAs facing financial constraints on providing these services can seek to establish 
partnerships with local nonprofits and government organizations to support these efforts.  

• PHAs struggling with challenging conditions that are preventing them from achieving 
consistently high budget utilization—such as high or rising rates of homelessness or very tight 
local housing markets—should consider project-basing more vouchers if they have not reached 
their limit for doing so. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Housing affordability has declined dramatically in the United States in the past two and a half 
decades. This decline is illustrated by Figure 1.1, which shows the share of renter households in the 
United States experiencing severe housing cost burden (a situation in which a household spends more 
than 50 percent of its gross income on housing). From 2001 to 2023, this share, after adjusting for 
inflation, rose from 56 to 66.5 percent (a 19-percent increase) for the lowest income households, from 
11.6 to 28.9 percent (a 149-percent increase) for households earning between $30,000 and $44,999 
annually, and from 2.6 to 9.0 percent (a 246-percent increase) for households earning between 
$45,000 and $74,999 per year. Across the income distribution, these shares have never been higher in 
modern U.S. history, and an estimated 12.1 million renter households are severely cost burdened 
(Joint Center for Housing Studies, 2024).  

Figure 1.1. Share of Renter Households Experiencing Severe Housing Cost Burden, by Income 

 

SOURCE: Features data from Joint Center for Housing Studies, 2024. 
NOTE: We adjusted all household incomes to 2023 dollars. 

For virtually all households, housing costs are the largest single budget expenditure. Unlike many 
other household expenditures, housing is indivisible, meaning it cannot be quickly scaled down when 
households suddenly lose income or housing costs grow rapidly. These facts point to an increasingly 
critical role for rental assistance for low-income households. 
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Overview of the Housing Choice Voucher Program 
The Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) Program is the country’s largest source of rental assistance. 

The program assists roughly 2.3 million low-income households each year, including large shares of 
elderly, disabled, and other financially vulnerable families. In general, households wishing to 
participate in the program must enter from a waitlist, which is kept by each local public housing 
agency (PHA) administering the program, and then verify their income-based eligibility. If accepted 
into the program, a household is given a voucher authorizing it to search for a suitable rental unit.1 If 
the household finds a suitable unit with a willing landlord, the PHA enters into a contract with the 
landlord to cover a portion of the rent, and the remainder is paid by the tenant (a process commonly 
referred to within the program as leasing up). For participating households, rental costs (including 
utilities) are generally limited to 30 percent of household income. 

The HCV Program has been shown to effectively increase residential mobility and reduce 
overcrowding and homelessness (Wood, Turnham, and Mills, 2008; Basolo, 2013; Ellen, 2020). 
However, the program is not an entitlement, so the assistance that it provides is incredibly scarce 
relative to demand—housing vouchers and similar federal assistance programs assist roughly one in 
four eligible households (McCarty, 2023).2  

Despite this scarcity, HCV Program resources are often not fully utilized. HUD measures the 
utilization of HCV Program resources in two ways:  

• voucher utilization: the number of vouchers under a lease contract with a participating 
landlord, relative to the maximum possible number of vouchers a PHA is allowed, by HUD, 
to have under contract (this is the PHA’s voucher allocation) 

• budget utilization: the share of a PHA’s allocated funding available for housing assistance 
payments (the PHA’s budget authority) that has been used at the end of each calendar year. 

Voucher utilization reflects the share of vouchers each PHA is allowed to put into circulation, 
irrespective of program funding, while budget utilization reflects the share of money allocated annually 
to each PHA for rental assistance payments, irrespective of the number of vouchers being used.  

Between 2015 and 2023, among PHAs that manage 1,000 or more vouchers, roughly 170,000 to 
240,000 vouchers that HUD allocated to local PHAs went unused at the national level, equal to 
around 9 percent of the total number of households using the program. But over this same period, if 
we consider the number of vouchers funded by HUD that went unused (the number of allocated 
vouchers that could be expected to be used based on total program funding divided by the average per-
unit rental cost for each PHA), this number ranged from around 20,000 to 125,000.  

As this report will show, despite substantial growth in funding for the HCV Program, the average 
size of the gap between these two distinct but related utilization measures has been growing for years. 
Budget utilization has become the binding constraint for most PHAs, and achieving high voucher 

 
1 Suitable refers to a unit’s size, quality, and a reasonable monthly rental cost. Proposed rental contracts are subject to a PHA-
administered process of establishing “rent reasonableness” that is distinct from a maximum rent ceiling amount for a metro area 
(or Zip code, depending on U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development [HUD] policy) and accounts for a specific 
unit’s characteristics, local area rents, and other factors. For more on rent reasonableness, see HUD, 2020. 
2 Because a 2024 estimate determined that as many as 12.1 million renter households are severely housing cost–burdened (Joint 
Center for Housing Studies, 2024), this number might be closer to one in six eligible households or fewer.  
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utilization has become increasingly difficult as the growth in rental prices has consistently outpaced 
increases in program funding. 

The most recent national study on utilization in the HCV Program that we are aware of was 
published in 2003, and it focused solely on voucher utilization as the outcome of interest (Finkel et al., 
2003). In motivating this focus, the authors wrote that “few of the agencies in the study monitored 
budget utilization closely” (Finkel et al., 2003, p. vi).3 However, if funding is not sufficient to allow 
PHAs to fully utilize allocated vouchers, focusing on this utilization measure can paint a misleading 
picture of program performance. Additionally, HUD measures annual utilization as the higher of 
either budget utilization or voucher utilization for the purposes of rating the performance of PHAs 
(HUD, undated-d). For these reasons, we use both measures of utilization in this report and refer to a 
PHA’s budget authority and voucher allocation as program resources. We also highlight how a 
systematic gap between these two utilization measures has emerged over the past few decades.  

In this study, we aim to answer the question: What factors, policies, and practices maximize 
resource utilization in the HCV Program? There are many challenges to effectively utilizing program 
resources, including rapid growth in housing costs, hesitancy among landlords to participate in the 
program (or even explicit discrimination against voucher holders), and pressure on the capacity of 
PHAs to fund and staff utilization-enhancing activities related to the way administrative fees are 
structured. Additional factors that have grown in relevance, including the use of HCV Program 
resources to support project-based vouchers (PBVs) that are associated with specific housing units 
rather than with families, also have increasingly important implications for utilization. Our goal in this 
report is to provide an update on utilization trends in the HCV Program. We also aim to offer an 
examination of the nature and extent of these challenges and explore how they are addressed and 
affected by the choices of local PHAs regarding resource use, implementation of both mandatory and 
discretionary policies, and novel or innovative practices. We consider how these challenges and the 
effectiveness of potential solutions might vary across differently sized PHAs that serve populations 
with distinct characteristics and operate in different types of housing markets.  

Despite the challenges to achieving full utilization that this report highlights, the HCV Program is 
remarkably effective and successful. The greatest limitation for the HCV Program in terms of 
successfully supporting housing stability among low-income families is simply funding scarcity; this is 
a political choice over the allocation of federal resources, not a problem with the HCV Program. For 
this reason and with the goal of maximizing the relevance of this study, we made a key decision to take 
this funding scarcity relative to need as a given and to focus primarily on policy recommendations that 
do not require new sources of funding or other major legislative action. We try to highlight innovative 
policies and practices that are at least conceptually within the control of PHAs or that are within the 
purview of HUD to address.  

 
3 In general, measurement of budget utilization and data collection for the program have improved substantially since the early 
2000s. Additionally, the Finkel et al. report did not focus on making policy recommendations but primarily reported basic 
associations among utilization, PHA characteristics (e.g., “PHAs that have a systematic method for determining the number of 
vouchers to issue each month have higher utilization rates”), and local market characteristics (e.g., “Utilization rates are generally 
higher in loose markets and lower in tight markets”) (2003, p. viii). 
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Overview of This Study 
To generate evidence about our primary research question, we conducted a mixed-methods 

study. The qualitative component involved interviews with 31 administrators of the HCV Program 
at PHAs around the United States and an additional eight experts on the HCV Program. The 
study included quantitative analysis using publicly available and restricted-use administrative data 
from HUD and various other public data sources. A variety of descriptive statistics and empirical 
exercises aim to shed light on (1) the relationships among utilization and a host of factors suggested 
by prior literature on the topic and (2) emergent factors arising from our qualitative interviews. 
These include factors outside the control of a PHA (for example, vacancy rates and rental prices) 
and those factors that are under the control of a PHA (such as payment standards and programs 
aimed at increasing landlord participation).  

This report makes a few important contributions to the existing literature. First, it is an important 
update on this topic and represents the first comprehensive study of utilization after two major 
recessions (the Great Recession and the recession related to the coronavirus disease 2019 [COVID-
19] pandemic), substantial changes to the HCV Program’s resource allocation methods, and several 
years of rapid, sustained increases in rental prices.4 Second, in selecting PHA officials to interview, we 
used a systematic, data-driven approach to select candidate PHAs that varied substantially in terms of 
geographic region, average utilization levels, housing market conditions, area demographics, and other 
socioeconomic factors. This allowed us to bring together a wide variety of experiences and insights on 
the program from a relatively small number of interviewees. Third, we synthesized input from these 
interviews into a set of themes that inform related empirical analyses and a set of actionable 
recommendations for policies and practices that PHAs can apply to their programs.  

PHAs represented by the interviews conducted for this study ranged in size from those 
administering around 1,000 vouchers with staffing numbers in the single digits to those administering 
tens of thousands of vouchers with support staff in the hundreds. Many of the PHAs that we 
interviewed have pioneered novel policies or practices that have gone on to become widely accepted 
(this is particularly true of PHAs participating in HUD’s Moving to Work [MTW] program, which 
we discuss in more detail in Chapter 3). We note, however, that the majority of PHAs administer 
fewer than 500 vouchers per year. Some of these local programs might, either formally or in practice, 
be run by a few individuals who potentially know the entire universe of local landlords in their area. 
Focusing on relatively larger PHAs was a choice motivated by the belief that because many of the most 
innovative practices have come from larger PHAs, their insights can be of significant value to all 
PHAs, even those operating on much smaller scales. 

The primary intended audience for this study is individuals affiliated with the more than 2,200 
PHAs administering the HCV Program across the country, as well as stakeholders and individuals from 
community-based and other organizations working with these PHAs to assure their efficiency and 
success. Another audience that we believe might be interested in this research is policymakers seeking to 
better understand the challenges faced by PHAs administering this critical program. We also aim for 
this report to be useful to members of the public seeking to better understand the country’s largest rental 

 
4 Among the rich literature on the HCV Program, our study is most similar to two studies on utilization rates: Finkel et al. 
(2003) and Kennedy and Finkel (1994). 
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assistance program. Addressing all these audiences is a challenging prospect because of differing levels of 
housing policy expertise. In attempting to thread this needle, we focus on breadth over depth in several 
of the topics that we cover to effectively survey the myriad challenges of program utilization and the 
many ways these challenges are faced and addressed by PHAs. Second, because of the multiple potential 
audiences that we aim to serve, we have attempted to briefly explain many HCV Program basics and 
associated terms, practices, and policies without turning the report into a full primer on the HCV 
Program. For readers largely or wholly unfamiliar with the program, we suggest reviewing key cited 
works in this study, including Ellen (2020), McCarty (2023), and Sard (2024a).  

Structure of the Report 
The first three chapters of the report focus on the study’s central research question (“What 

factors, policies, and practices maximize resource utilization in the HCV Program?”) and provide 
context for the analyses presented and the recommendations provided in later chapters of the report. 
These chapters are as follows: 

• Chapter 1, Introduction: This chapter provides a brief overview of the HCV Program and 
describes how performance is assessed using two distinct but related measures—budget 
utilization and voucher utilization. Both measure important aspects of how fully existing 
HCV Program resources are being put to their intended use. However, there is little research 
contextualizing utilization within the large body of contemporary research on the HCV 
Program. Since the last major report on HCV utilization, there have been two recessions (the 
Great Recession and the recession related to the COVID-19 pandemic) and years of rapid, 
sustained rental price increases.  

• Chapter 2, Data and Methods: In this chapter, we describe the data and methods that we 
used in this study, including administrative data provided by HUD. We also used local 
contextual data—such as housing market conditions and population demographics from the 
American Community Survey (ACS)—to recruit PHAs to participate in the study. We 
interviewed staff at 31 PHAs nationwide and eight outside experts. We organized the PHAs 
into eight clusters, each of which represents distinct local characteristics and contexts to 
ensure that our findings and recommendations have broad applicability.  

• Chapter 3, Overview of HCV Utilization: This chapter describes the core concepts behind 
the two utilization measures and how they relate to one another in quantifying the resource 
use of PHAs. We found that 78 percent of non-MTW PHAs in our sample achieved high 
budget utilization in 2023, while only 28 percent achieved high voucher utilization. Many 
PHAs set higher payment standards or prioritize populations with acute housing needs; such 
decisions can help meet important goals of serving vulnerable households but often also 
decrease the number of families supported by the program. 

The final four chapters present key findings related to each topic that we focus on. They end with 
recommendations for effective policies and practices that can be adopted by PHAs and suggestions for 
ways that HUD and other entities can support these local efforts. These chapters are as follows: 
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• Chapter 4, Planning Utilization Goals and Voucher Issuance Strategies: In this chapter, 
we describe how utilization rates affect future budget and voucher resource allocations. HUD 
increases funding for PHAs that had high budget utilization in the prior year, incentivizing 
budget utilization as a key program goal. However, achieving high budget utilization depends 
on factors—such as lease-up rates, program exits, and per-unit costs (PUCs)—that can 
change rapidly. 

- Recommendation: PHAs should issue more vouchers than they have and use key metrics 
(including success rates, program attrition, responsiveness of waitlists, and PUCs) to 
determine a context-specific overissuance rate. Historically risk-averse PHAs struggling to 
reach high utilization should also consider issuance policies that allow for a slightly higher 
risk of budget shortfall in accordance with HUD guidance on this issue. 

- Recommendation: PHAs should use HUD’s Two-Year Tool and other utilization 
resources as a starting point for setting policy around voucher issuance, but should, to the 
extent possible, refine these forecasts with updated data and trends reflecting the local 
context. High-capacity PHAs using such customized tools and approaches can help by 
sharing their practices with other PHAs. 

• Chapter 5, Addressing Tight Housing Markets: In this chapter, we describe how PHAs’ 
budget and voucher utilization rates decline over time as local rents increase or rental vacancy 
rates drop, holding all else constant. However, PHAs with consistently high utilization rates 
appear able to effectively address challenges associated with tight housing markets. 

- Recommendation: PHAs with low success rates should extend allowable search time to 
180 days if their existing policy is more restrictive, and they should accommodate longer 
search times for households facing higher barriers to leasing. PHAs should also consider 
their distribution of search times in planning issuance to maximize utilization while 
minimizing the risk of shortfall. 

- Recommendation: PHAs should incorporate local knowledge and context when adopting 
flexible payment standards. For example, an agency should consider the overall level of 
local housing quality and rents and how they are distributed spatially as a factor when 
deciding between using across-the-board increases or increasing standards only for 
specific, geographic areas. 

• Chapter 6, Supporting Voucher Holders and Landlords: Staff from high-utilization PHAs 
and program experts said a “customer service” approach characterized by transparency, 
responsiveness, and proactive support is key to achieving high utilization. Most PHAs in our 
qualitative sample implemented evidence-based strategies to support housing searches and 
recruit landlords, and MTW PHAs could do so more easily, given the additional flexibility for 
using the HCV funding available to them. Local governments, Continuums of Care, and 
community-based organizations can provide critical support for implementing these strategies 
when PHAs lack the resources to do so. 
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- Recommendation: Develop engagement strategies to better recruit and retain landlords, 
including having staff dedicated to landlord requests, damage mitigation funds, and cash 
incentives for new leases. 

- Recommendation: Provide staff to assist with housing searches, rental applications, and 
landlord interactions. Engage local government and community partners to develop 
strategies and funding to help with security deposits and other impediments to leasing a 
unit, such as utility arrears. 

• Chapter 7, Contributing to Greater Affordable Housing Supply: PHAs are increasingly 
project-basing vouchers to produce and preserve affordable housing (including former public 
housing). PBVs provide a secure source of operating revenue for these properties, which can 
be leveraged to finance new development or rehabilitation. These benefits are particularly 
important for projects that offer very affordable rents, which can be a challenge for the 
financial feasibility of developing such projects. PBVs can also circumvent barriers faced by 
tenant-based voucher holders (e.g., high rents and landlord reluctance), which helps maximize 
utilization in tight housing markets. However, project-basing vouchers creates a trade-off: 
These vouchers make it more difficult to serve a broader array of low-income families because 
many developments supported by project-basing focus on special populations. Local context—
such as greater or lesser levels of difficulty leasing on the private market or mismatches 
between family sizes and available housing units—is important in making such decisions. 

- Recommendation: PHAs should project-base vouchers in service of strategic regional 
goals and in coordination with partners, such as state and local governments, Continuums 
of Care, affordable housing developers, and other PHAs. 

- Recommendation: PHAs with sufficient capacity should support development and 
preservation efforts outside the HCV Program, such as development with Low-Income 
Housing Tax Credits and Restore-Rebuild (formerly Faircloth-to-Rental Assistance 
Demonstration [RAD]), which can boost utilization rates and decrease PUCs. 

• Chapter 8, Headwinds and Opportunities: In this chapter, we outline structural challenges 
that undermine the HCV Program’s effectiveness, many of which are outside PHAs’ control. 
For example, receiving insufficient administrative fees (largely owing to increasing PUCs that 
reduce the number of vouchers generating these fees at many PHAs) are a substantial barrier 
to adopting proven approaches for increasing utilization. PHAs have had to find ways to 
stretch declining fee revenue at a time when best practices suggest increasing the kind of 
spending supported by this funding. Additionally, interviewees described difficulty recruiting 
and retaining staff, including for positions that involve monitoring budgets and forecasting 
voucher issuance and lease-up. Staffing shortages have also limited HUD’s ability to oversee 
the program and provide technical assistance to PHAs. Proposed HUD budget and staffing 
cuts would likely worsen this situation. 

- Recommendation: PHAs will increasingly need to collaborate with entities, such as state 
and local governments, Continuums of Care, affordable housing developers, landlord 
associations, and community-based organizations to support high utilization. These 
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partnerships could provide access to new resources outside the HCV Program, address 
implementation barriers, and improve outcomes for voucher holders. 

The annex to this report includes our interview protocol and codebook and additional details 
about the quantitative methodology used in this research. It is available at 
www.rand.org/t/RRA3913-1. 
  

http://www.rand.org/t/RRA3913-1
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Chapter 2 

Data and Methods 

This mixed-methods study proceeded in several stages that involved both quantitative and 
qualitative data collection and analysis. We focused our qualitative analysis and key portions of our 
quantitative analysis on the 521 PHAs that administer more than 1,000 vouchers—roughly the largest 
25 percent of PHAs—because these PHAs administer most of the HCV Program’s resources. First, we 
used quantitative methods to create clusters of PHAs that share similar characteristics and face similar 
local market conditions. We used these clusters to identify a wide variety of PHAs that we targeted for 
qualitative interviews, including PHAs that are high utilizers and those that are low utilizers within each 
cluster. We categorized high and low utilizers following HUD’s Section 8 Management Assessment 
Program, which awards points to PHAs that either lease 95 percent or more of their vouchers or spend 
95 percent or more of their annual budget (see Chapter 3 for further detail).5 We wanted to interview 
personnel from a variety of PHAs to allow for the possibility that the approaches that work in one 
setting might not be successful in a different setting. Understanding the variable contexts in which 
PHAs operate and directly engaging with PHAs across these contexts ensure that we can make relevant 
and actionable recommendations. To complement the qualitative data collection, we conducted 
quantitative analyses of HCV Program data. We summarize these methods briefly in the following 
sections; we include detailed descriptions of our methods in the annex.  

Creating Clusters of Similar Public Housing Agencies 
We aimed to interview an array of PHAs across local contexts and with higher and lower 

utilization rates. To do so, we sorted PHAs with at least 1,000 authorized vouchers into groups of 
PHAs that have similar characteristics and face similar local market conditions. We first excluded two 
groups of PHAs from our formal cluster analysis: One group comprised 32 state-level PHAs, and the 
other group comprised 16 very large municipal or county-level PHAs (those that administer more 
than 15,000 vouchers).6 Among the remaining 473 PHAs, we conducted a two-step analysis to create 
clusters of similar PHAs using a large amount of PHA-level data from 2022 and 2023 on local 
economic and demographic conditions. Data came from the 2022 ACS and the 2023 Picture of 
Subsidized Housing (the most-recent years of data available at the time of our analysis) (Office of 
Policy Development and Research, undated; U.S. Census Bureau, 2024). This analysis identified six 
different clusters of PHAs.  

 
5 The Section 8 Management Assessment Program awards 20 points to PHAs with a utilization rate of at least 98 percent, 15 
points for a utilization rate of at least 95 percent, and no points for a utilization rate lower than 95 percent (Code of Federal 
Regulations, Title 24, Part 985). 
6 This is the 99th percentile in terms of the number of authorized vouchers. 
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The following list is a brief set of very broad characteristics that typify each cluster to demonstrate 
how this process generated a wide variety of PHAs that we used to target interviews. Table B.2 in 
Appendix B of the annex has more information on these clusters.  

• Cluster 1: large, higher-cost metro areas (six interviewees) 
• Cluster 2: economically disadvantaged areas, high Black population share (six interviewees) 
• Cluster 3: smaller, high-cost metro areas, high college-educated share (two interviewees) 
• Cluster 4: racially diverse, looser housing markets (two interviewees) 
• Cluster 5: smaller, lower-cost metros, high White population share (five interviewees) 
• Cluster 6: small- to medium-sized metros, high share of lower-income and Hispanic 

populations (four interviewees) 

We also interviewed eight experts on the HCV Program, including academic scholars, current and 
past HUD employees, and staff members from PHA professional and industry associations. 
Otherwise unattributed quotes are from these individuals. 

Within each cluster, we sorted PHAs by their combined utilization rate (the maximum of their 
budget and voucher utilization rates, averaged between 2022 and 2023) and reached out to PHAs 
whose utilization rates were either among the highest or the lowest in their cluster (see the additional 
note at the end of this chapter on MTW PHAs and utilization).  

Throughout the report, when we use quotes from our interviews, we often identify the cluster 
associated with each interviewee’s PHA. In the case of the PHAs excluded from the cluster analysis 
(i.e., state-level PHAs and very large municipal or county-level PHAs), we describe the PHA 
affiliation of the interviewee as being one of these two PHA types when introducing the quote. The 
goal of this approach is to allow readers to more fully contextualize the evidence that we present by 
considering the setting of their own PHA or the PHA (or PHAs) operating in their community and 
how the experiences or insights from interviewees might apply in similar local contexts. 

Conducting Interviews 
Between late April and late June of 2024, we conducted hour-long interviews via phone or video 

conferencing app with 31 PHA officials, including 21 whose PHAs had relatively high budget and 
voucher utilization within their clusters and ten whose PHAs had relatively low budget and voucher 
utilization within their clusters. The interviewees included executive directors, assistant directors, vice 
presidents, and directors of the HCV Program at these PHAs. We also interviewed eight HCV 
Program experts, including heads of PHA associations and key personnel and consultancies that 
manage various aspects of the HCV Program for smaller PHAs. Reaching a diverse group of PHAs 
for the qualitative interviews ensured that we learned about strategies that are successful and 
challenges faced by PHAs across many contexts.  

We followed a semi-structured interview protocol, aiming to learn about specific strategies and 
practices that PHA officials believe contributed to challenges or successes in achieving high utilization 
rates (by either metric). We began by asking interviewees to reflect on their main strategies for 
maximizing voucher utilization and their voucher issuance strategy. We then asked about what 
contextual factors outside the PHA’s control might contribute to their utilization outcomes. We then 
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walked through a list of potential programs and policies, organized into themes, that PHAs might or 
might not have in place, including landlord engagement and tenant supports. We wrapped up by 
asking PHA officials about administrative changes that they would like to see from HUD and how 
staffing affects their implementation of the HCV Program. The full interview protocol is included in 
Appendix A of the annex.  

We developed a codebook that we used to code each interview transcript, using a blend of 
deductive and inductive approaches. We started with a predefined set of codes based on both our 
interview protocol and collective discussions of key issues arising in each of our interviews. We also 
allowed for other themes to emerge through our reading of the interviews. The resulting codebook 
identified four major themes with codes related to program implementation, PHA resources, HCV 
Program issues, and external factors. We also used additional codes, such as “recommendations” and 
“COVID,” to further qualify quotes coded into one of the previous categories. Finally, we coded PHA 
characteristics, such as cluster and participation in the MTW program, which we used to assess 
similarities and differences among PHAs. Using Dedoose, a qualitative interview coding software, two 
of the authors coded each interview using this codebook, meeting weekly to troubleshoot any 
uncertainties, ensure consistent application of the codes, and discuss any new codes to capture 
additional recurring topics. One author then led the analysis of the coded data to trace patterns and 
emergent themes across PHAs. These patterns and themes guided the major topics that follow in 
subsequent chapters and the collection of specific anecdotal accounts and quotes that we use to 
illustrate the experiences of PHA officials throughout the report. 

Quantitative Analyses 
We drew our quantitative data from a variety of sources and complemented our findings from the 

qualitative interviews with supporting statistics and regression analyses related to both the prior 
literature on utilization and emergent themes from our qualitative interviews (described in more detail 
in the next paragraph). Key data sources in these analyses included restricted access annual 
longitudinal data files on all HCV program participants obtained through a data license agreement 
with HUD, HCV Program dashboard data (a rich set of program statistics aggregated by HUD to 
the PHA-by-month or PHA-by-year level), and data from HUD on PHA-level shortfall statistics. 
We present three primary types of quantitative results: descriptive statistics of patterns or trends in 
HCV Program characteristics or other relevant data series over time, mean comparisons of PHA 
characteristics and budget and voucher utilization outcomes (organized according to whether PHAs 
are high or low utilizers), and regression-adjusted estimates of the relationship between utilization 
outcomes and either key socioeconomic characteristics or specific PHA strategies.  

We created a panel dataset that spans from 2014 through 2024 and includes administrative data 
(HUD’s tenant-level longitudinal data file), data from HUD’s HCV dashboard, data from HUD’s 
Picture of Subsidized Housing datasets, a database of Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) 
projects, and data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s ACS. (In practice, many analyses are restricted to 
2015 through 2023, years in which our dataset, particularly data from HUD’s HCV dashboard, was 
much more complete.) 
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The quantitative analyses in this study cannot fully nail down the complex, causal relationships 
among certain local PHA policies and other local factors and voucher and budget utilization. This is, 
in part, because many of the policies and practices that we focus on are hard to measure accurately or 
consistently. Such factors as PHA-specific policies and staffing levels change over time in idiosyncratic 
ways, and many such changes are either described with varying degrees of completeness in PHA 
annual plan documents (which are not consistently made available over time) or are not documented 
in a public fashion. Additionally, many policies or practices are adopted in response to specific local 
factors or changes in these factors such that they might have elements of reverse causality (i.e., an 
outcome caused a policy change as often as a policy change caused an outcome). Furthermore, the 
underlying effect of many policies or practices might be highly heterogeneous across PHAs because of 
distinct local factors. Therefore, we consider the quantitative analyses to be primarily supportive 
evidence for the qualitative insights in this report. 

A final note on quantitative analyses: Throughout the report, we use a few approaches to cut the 
sample of PHAs, depending on the analysis at hand. For example, in many analyses of utilization, we 
follow the same strategy for developing the clusters that we used to guide our qualitative interviews, 
restricting the sample to PHAs that administer 1,000 vouchers or more, on average, to avoid (in the 
case of very small PHAs) including data points for which a small change in the number of vouchers 
leased could substantially change utilization. In other cases, such as changes in funding among high 
utilizers, we restrict the sample to PHAs within the first through the ninety-ninth percentiles to 
exclude extreme outlier values that could reflect data errors. In other cases, such as measuring changes 
in rental costs faced by PHAs, we use all PHAs. In all cases, we attempt to be clear about the 
restrictions we are implementing, either in the text or in the figure or table notes.  

A Note on Moving to Work Public Housing Agencies and Our 
Analysis Samples 

MTW is a designation that reflects participation in a congressionally mandated pilot program to 
provide increased flexibility to administer the HCV Program. MTW PHAs might set lower 
utilization targets and, historically, these idiosyncratic goals have not been readily, publicly available. 
For this reason, we omit MTW PHAs from our quantitative analyses of utilization. However, we 
prioritized MTW PHAs for our qualitative analysis (MTW PHAs comprise 11 of 31 interviewed 
PHAs) to identify potential innovations and ways that MTW flexibilities might be implemented 
more broadly. We discuss the MTW program in more detail in Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 3 

Overview of Housing Choice Voucher 
Utilization 

This chapter provides an overview of how HCV utilization rates are measured and how PHAs set 
utilization goals while implementing the program. In the background section, we summarize how the 
HCV Program’s vouchers and budget are allocated and how HUD measures PHAs’ utilization of 
these resources. In the findings section, we present data on PHAs’ voucher and budget utilization 
rates and qualitative findings about how PHAs set their budget and voucher utilization goals.  

Background  
The number of households that a PHA can support through the HCV Program is determined 

by two factors: the number of vouchers it is authorized to lease and the amount of funding it is 
allocated. A PHA’s number of authorized vouchers, also called its Annual Contributions Contract 
units, is the total number of vouchers that it is allowed to lease throughout the course of the HCV 
Program. The HCV Program’s overall budget is appropriated by Congress. HUD allocates this 
budget—which is called its budget authority for housing assistance payments (or HAP budget)—to 
each PHA.  

The voucher utilization rate is the percentage of authorized vouchers being used to provide rental 
assistance to eligible participating families with leases in place. The budget utilization rate (or funds 
expenditure rate) is the share of the PHA’s budget authority spent on housing assistance payments. 
HUD measures a PHA’s overall HCV utilization rate as the maximum of its authorized voucher or 
budget authority used in the given year. This means that a PHA can achieve full utilization by either 
leasing all its authorized vouchers or spending its entire annual budget authority. 

PHAs’ annual HAP budgets are largely determined by their success in fully spending the previous 
year’s budget allocation, which creates a strong incentive for PHAs to maximize budget utilization. 
Most funding for the HCV Program each year is renewal funding, which pays for existing vouchers.7 
Congress changed the formula for renewal funding in 2003 to be based on the number of leased 
vouchers rather than the number of authorized vouchers. The formula accounts for the average cost of 
each voucher in the previous year, plus an inflation adjustment. This formula does not provide funding 
for authorized vouchers that were not leased in the previous year (see Sard, 2024b, for further 

 
7 There are three types of HCV Program funding: (1) renewal funds that pay for rental subsidies for existing vouchers; 
(2) program funding that pays for the first year of costs for newly authorized vouchers; (3) administrative fees that pay for 
program implementation (e.g., waitlist management, voucher issuance, inspections, landlord and participant program 
compliance). 
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explanation). This change means that, on average, the number of utilized vouchers will tend to 
decrease over time unless rents increase more slowly than inflation. It also implies that, if there is a bad 
year for utilization nationally, then formula-based funding will decline in real terms because it will 
reflect this decline in leased vouchers through lower funding. 

PHAs also have important incentives to maximize voucher utilization. Funding for PHAs’ many 
administrative costs—including staffing and infrastructure costs—is based on the number of leased 
vouchers rather than the amount of the HAP budget expended. These administrative fees are separate 
from the HAP budget. PHAs receive administrative fees for each leased voucher at the start of each 
month. Administrative fee rates ranged from $58 to $154 per voucher in 2024; rates were determined 
by a formula that weights program sizes, the number of new voucher issuances, PHA staff wages, and 
voucher holders’ characteristics (HUD, 2016; HUD, 2024c). This approach implies that, if inflation 
adjustment factors do not keep up with rents in a PHA’s jurisdiction and voucher utilization falls, 
PHAs will experience a relative decline in administrative fees that provide support for many important 
utilization efforts discussed in this report. 

The voucher utilization rate is different from the voucher success rate, but the two are related. 
The success rate is the share of issued search vouchers (i.e., formal authorizations for eligible families 
to conduct a search for a rental unit that the HCV Program’s rental assistance can support) that are 
successfully used to lease housing. A 2024 analysis estimated an average voucher success rate of 
about 60 percent within 180 days (Ellen, O’Regan, and Strochak, 2024), meaning that only six of 
every ten vouchers that a PHA issued resulted in a lease using HCV rental assistance. Maximizing 
the success rate is a key goal for many PHAs because it directly facilitates higher voucher utilization. 
If a PHA’s success rate increases from 40 percent to 80 percent, it will have to issue half as many 
vouchers to achieve the same voucher utilization rate, and the PHA will receive the same amount of 
administrative funding. 

Although the HCV Program incentivizes PHAs to both lease as many vouchers and spend as 
much of their budget as possible, PHAs also face strong disincentives for leasing too many vouchers or 
overspending. PHAs are prohibited from overleasing (spending budget renewal funds for leasing more 
than their number of authorized vouchers). PHAs maintain reserve budgets (accumulated unspent 
funding for HAPs) that can pay for overleased vouchers and for higher-than-expected PUCs. 
However, HUD sometimes reclaims funding (also called an offset) from reserve budgets that have 
accrued amounts in excess of 4 percent of non–MTW PHAs’ renewal funding for PHAs with at least 
500 vouchers (a situation we discuss in more detail in Chapter 4).  

Voucher and Budget Utilization Rates for Moving to Work Public 
Housing Agencies 

MTW PHAs have much broader flexibility in administering the HCV Program and other HUD 
resources. The Moving To Work Demonstration Program was created by Congress in 1996 
(McCarty, 2014). The aim of the program is to provide PHAs with the ability to develop and test 
approaches to providing housing assistance (through both the rental assistance program and public 
housing programs) that achieve the following three goals: 
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• reducing costs and increasing the cost effectiveness of providing housing assistance 
• encouraging self-sufficiency among participating families 
• increasing housing choices for participants.  

The program provides substantial flexibility in how participating PHAs use their federal funding, 
including exemptions from many rules governing the HCV Program. For instance, MTW PHAs can 
share funding across programs (e.g., using public housing funds to issue more housing vouchers or vice 
versa) or direct funding toward such alternative uses as replacing distressed public housing, 
administering additional PBVs, or offering supportive services to special-needs populations. MTW 
also provides substantial temporal flexibility in how program resources are used, reducing the “use it or 
lose it” pressure faced by traditional PHAs. 

As a result of this flexibility, HCV resource utilization is not straightforward to analyze among 
MTW PHAs. Low budget utilization might not be the result of poor administration or barriers to 
successfully leasing units but of funds that were used for a different purpose to support a PHA’s low-
income population. As a result, utilization rates between MTW PHAs and non-MTW PHAs are not 
comparable. Therefore, we follow much of the literature on HCV utilization rates in excluding these 
PHAs from our utilization-related quantitative analyses. Still, the flexibility awarded to MTW PHAs 
makes them especially attractive for understanding innovations that could boost utilization because 
piloting and identifying successful policies and practices is an explicit goal of the MTW demonstration 
program. Therefore, we do include MTW PHAs in our interview sample, and they make up about 
one-third of our interviewees.  

It is important to note that the number of MTW PHAs has grown over time (Figure 3.1), 
particularly over the past five years, during which roughly 100 additional PHAs received an MTW 
designation and joined the 39 PHAs under MTW between 1996 and 2013 (HUD, 2024d). The 
number of vouchers administered by MTW PHAs grew from around 300,000 in 2018 to around 
450,000 by 2023. These more recent participants have entered the program under mandates to focus 
on specific types of flexibilities; recent entrants have been part of, for example, the landlord incentives 
cohort or the rent reform cohort (see Chapter 8 for more discussion of the landlord incentive and rent 
reform concepts). 
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Figure 3.1. Growth in the Number of Moving to Work Public Housing Agencies and the 
Vouchers That They Administer 

 

SOURCE: Features data from HUD, 2024d. 

Findings 
Budget and Voucher Utilization Rates 

HCV utilization (measured as the greater of either voucher or budget utilization) has been 
consistently high nationally, remaining above 96 percent between 2015 and late 2024 for non-MTW 
PHAs with more than 1,000 allocated vouchers (the pattern is similar if we include all non-MTW 
PHAs). However, the combined HCV utilization rate increasingly reflects budget utilization rather 
than voucher utilization. Budget utilization has exceeded 100 percent on average in multiple years 
because PHAs have increasingly used their entire annual budget authority and money from their 
budget reserves. In contrast, voucher utilization declined from an average of 92 percent in 2016 to 87 
percent in 2023 (Figure 3.2).  
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Figure 3.2. National Trends in Average Monthly Budget and Voucher Utilization Among Non-
Moving to Work Public Housing Agencies, January 2016–November 2023 

 

SOURCE: Features data from HUD, undated-a.  
NOTE: The data are limited to PHAs with at least 1,000 authorized vouchers. N = 520 (unique PHAs).  

Consistent with this national trend, Table 3.1 shows that budget utilization is greater than 
voucher utilization for most non-MTW PHAs. When classifying high utilization as 95 percent or 
greater following HUD’s definition (see Chapter 2) and focusing on PHAs that administered 1,000 or 
more vouchers in 2023, 78 percent of non-MTW PHAs (403 of 520 PHAs) had high budget 
utilization rates in 2023, and only 28 percent (144 of 520 PHAs) had high voucher utilization rates. 
Just over half of all non-MTW PHAs (52 percent) had high budget utilization without high voucher 
utilization, but virtually no PHAs (3 percent) had high voucher utilization and low budget utilization. 
An interviewee from a smaller PHA in the Pacific Northwest (Cluster 5) described facing this issue 
for some time: “We’ve been way below our voucher utilization forever just based on the budget 
constraints.” 
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Table 3.1. Number and Percent of Non-Moving to Work Public Housing Agencies with High or 
Low Budget and Voucher Utilization Rates in 2023 

Budget Utilization 

Voucher Utilization 

High Low Total 

High 131 PHAs (25%) 13 PHAs (3%) 144 PHAs (28%) 

Low 272 PHAs (52%) 104 PHAs (20%) 376 PHAs (72%) 

Total 403 PHAs (78%) 117 PHAs (23%) 520 PHAs (100%) 

SOURCE: 2023 calendar year (annual average) data from HUD, undated-a. 
NOTE: Data are limited to non-MTW PHAs that administered more than 1,000 vouchers in 2023. 
N = 520 (unique PHAs). High budget utilization means spending at least 95 percent of year-
to-date budget authority, and high voucher utilization means leasing at least 95 percent of 
authorized vouchers. Percentages might not add to exactly 100 because of rounding. Results 
are highly similar with alternative sample restrictions. 

 
The growing difference between budget and voucher utilization stems, in part, from rising housing 

costs. Between 2015 and 2023, the HCV Program’s total HAP budget increased more than the total 
number of authorized vouchers—about 24 percent versus 5 percent, respectively (Figure 3.3). However, 
nationally, the average cost (in nominal dollars) for each voucher (i.e., the PUC) increased steadily from 
$644 per month in January 2015 to $1,072 in November 2024. This 66-percent increase is substantially 
larger than the 46-percent increase in rental costs that was cited in a key federal measure of rental 
housing price inflation (Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2025a). The growing gap between average 
rent changes and increases in PUC suggests that many PHAs have likely faced systemic challenges trying 
to maintain historic voucher utilization levels despite substantial funding growth. 
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Figure 3.3. Relative Trends in the Housing Assistance Payments Budget and Number of 
Authorized Vouchers Between 2015 and 2023 

 

SOURCE: Features data from HUD, 2024a. 
NOTE: Includes all PHAs with nonmissing values for HAP budget authority. N = 2,234 (unique PHAs).  

The growing difference between budget utilization and voucher utilization highlights different 
ways to conceptualize the degree of underutilization in the HCV Program. HUD focuses mainly on 
PHAs with both low budget and low voucher utilization. HUD calculates its leasing potential measure 
as the additional number of authorized vouchers that could be used to support a household’s rental 
payments.8 PHAs have no leasing potential if they are using all their authorized vouchers or spending 
all their budget authority. Although recent leasing potential at the national level has been low on net, 
Table 3.1 shows that a significant number of PHAs (20 percent) did have meaningful resources 
available to provide rental assistance to more households in 2023. In July 2024, non-MTW PHAs 
collectively had the potential to lease 26,879 additional vouchers, about 1 percent of the total number 
of authorized vouchers.9 

A broader conceptualization of underutilization would include unleased and unfunded vouchers, 
which are authorized vouchers for which PHAs lack the budgetary authority to use for housing 
assistance payments (Sard, 2024b). Collectively, non-MTW PHAs lacked the budgetary authority to 

 
8 Leasing potential is “a HUD-calculated estimate of the additional number of eligible households that a [PHA HCV Program] 
could assist with the current amount of program funding available to the PHA” (HUD, undated-b). 
9 HUD, undated-a. Leasing potential was especially low in 2024 because of multiple offsets (reclamation of unused budget 
resources) among some PHAs to prevent the termination of rental contracts among other overextended PHAs (Office of Public 
and Indian Housing, 2024). We discuss offsets in more detail in Chapter 4. 
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lease nearly 300,000 authorized vouchers in 2023. Although this study focuses on ways that PHAs 
can maximize the use of their existing HCV resources, a significant increase in the total HCV 
Program budget would be needed to achieve full utilization of existing authorized vouchers. We 
estimate that, after accounting for unused budget authority across all non-MTW PHAs, the HCV 
Program would have required another $3.6 billion dollars in program funding in 2023 (a 12-percent 
increase relative to that year’s actual budget of $30.3 billion) to fully fund all unused, authorized 
vouchers at the average PUC for each PHA in 2023.  

How Public Housing Agencies Set Budget and Voucher Utilization Goals 
PHA leaders and other experts whom we interviewed consistently said that the core mission of 

the HCV Program is to assist as many households as possible (i.e., maximize voucher utilization). As 
one staff member from a PHA in a smaller community in California (Cluster 3) explained, “Our goal 
is to push as many vouchers as we can. The more people we’re assisting, the better we are.” 

Still, several interviewees described how HCV Program and funding rules led them to prioritize 
budget utilization as a more relevant metric for their day-to-day implementation of the program. One 
PHA leader from a large PHA in Southern California (Cluster 1) said that HUD is “interested in 
how you’re spending the money on low-income families. As long as you’re doing that, you shouldn’t 
get penalized if you can’t get to 100 percent units-wise.” Another interviewee at a PHA in Ohio 
(Cluster 2) that prioritizes budget utilization explained that this balance has shifted with time and 
introduced trade-offs: 

We were trying to hit 98-percent [utilization]. In the past it was easier to do that with 
the total voucher number. Now, rents are going way up, so we’re shooting for the  
98-percent HAP expenditures. We will not be using as many vouchers to get to that 
number, which means less administrative fees for each housing authority.  

The trade-off between the number of vouchers leased and the amount of budget spent is further 
shaped by PHAs’ choices about the maximum amount of rent their vouchers will cover ( their payment 
standards) and the populations that they prioritize serving. PHAs can increase their payment 
standards to 110 percent of the Fair Market Rent (FMR) or even higher with approval from HUD. 
PHAs can also set area-specific payment standards with higher rent limits in more-expensive areas. 
Interviewees said that they set higher payment standards to increase the pool of units available to 
voucher holders and increase their chances for successfully leasing a unit. However, paying more for 
each voucher also means the PHA’s budget authority will be expended with fewer vouchers.10  

PHAs will also use more of their budget authority for each voucher if they serve a higher share of 
households with very little or no income because very low–income households require a larger portion 
of their rent to be paid by the PHA. For the average non-MTW PHA in 2023, 8.3 percent of voucher 
holders had incomes below $5,000 per year. This percentage varied widely among PHAs, however, 
from 3 percent or less for about one-quarter of these PHAs to 10 percent or more for another quarter. 
Several interviewees noted that a major goal for their HCV Program is to reduce homelessness, and 
people experiencing homelessness tend to have little or no income. 

 
10 See Chapter 5 for further discussion of payment standards. 
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To illustrate the implications of these program choices raised by interviewees, Table 3.2 presents 
the number of vouchers that can be supported by a given budget authority for a hypothetical PHA. In 
Scenario A, the PHA’s $24 million budget exactly matches its 4,000 authorized vouchers if (1) the 
PHA sets its payment standard at 100 percent of its $1,000 FMR, (2) all HCV Program–
participating households rent units at that payment standard, and (3) the households that the PHA 
serves have an average annual income of $20,000. In this scenario, if the PHA uses 100 percent of its 
budget authority, its voucher utilization will also be 100 percent. 

Table 3.2. Four Scenarios That Illustrate the Effects of Different Payment Standards and 
Average Housing Cost Voucher Participant Incomes on Budget and Voucher Use 

 Scenario A: Budget 
and Voucher 

Authority Match 

Scenario B: 
Higher Payment 

Standard 

Scenario C: 
Lower-Income 
Households 

Scenario D: Higher 
Payment Standard Plus 

Lower-Income Households 

Annual budget authority $24,000,000 $24,000,000 $24,000,000 $24,000,000 

Authorized vouchers 4,000 4,000 4,000 4,000 

FMR $1,000 $1,000 $1,000 $1,000 

Payment standard $1,000 $1,100 $1,000 $1,100 

Average annual income 
for HCV households 

$20,000 $20,000 $14,000 $14,000 

Monthly PUC $500 $600 $650 $750 

Number and percentage 
of vouchers that can be 
leased for 12 months 

4,000 
(100%) 

3,333 
(83%) 

3,077 
(77%) 

2,667 
(67%) 

NOTE: The monthly PUC is calculated as the payment standard minus 30 percent of the average annual income 
divided by 12. The number of vouchers that can be leased with the given budget authority is 12 times the monthly PUC 
divided by the budget authority. Shaded cells indicate differences between Scenario A and subsequent scenarios. 

 
In Scenario B, the PHA increases its payment standard to 110 percent of the FMR. The payment 

standard increases from $1,000 to $1,100, and the monthly PUC increases from $500 to $600. As a 
result, the PHA’s $24 million budget authority can pay for 3,333 vouchers for 12 months. If the PHA 
uses 100 percent of its budget authority, its voucher utilization will now be 83 percent. 

In Scenario C, the PHA maintains its payment standard at 100 percent of the FMR, but it now 
implements a waitlist preference for people experiencing homelessness. In this scenario, 60 percent of 
the households served by the PHA continue to have an average income of $20,000, and 40 percent of 
households are admitted through the homelessness preference and have an average annual income of 
$5,000. Overall, the average annual income for all participating households in this scenario is $14,000, 
and the monthly PUC for the PHA increases from $500 to $650. As a result, the PHA’s $24 million 
budget authority can pay for 3,077 vouchers for 12 months. If the PHA uses 100 percent of its budget 
authority, its voucher utilization will now be 77 percent. 
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In Scenario D, the PHA both increases its payment standard to 110 percent of the FMR and 
implements a waitlist preference for people experiencing homelessness (i.e., Scenario B plus Scenario 
C). With both policies in place, the monthly PUC for the PHA increases from $500 to $750. The 
PHA’s $24 million budget authority can pay for 2,667 vouchers for 12 months, and 100-percent 
budget utilization would translate to 67-percent voucher utilization. 

This comparison is meant to illustrate how PHAs’ additional goals shape their HCV Program 
policies and the subsequent implications for their utilization rates. The hypothetical PHA could 
achieve full budget and voucher utilization in Scenario A, but the policies adopted in the subsequent 
scenarios offer other benefits. Higher payment standards could increase the success rate for 
households that are issued vouchers, help voucher holders find higher quality housing or housing in 
more-advantaged neighborhoods, and alleviate growing rent burdens on participating households. 
PHAs can also increase their payment standards to help ensure that households are not paying more 
than 30 percent of their incomes toward rent. Waitlist preferences for people with lower incomes (e.g., 
people experiencing homelessness, people with disabilities, seniors) could help the program reach 
people with the most-severe and most-pressing housing needs. However, these program choices also 
lead to lower voucher utilization rates. 

In summary, the HCV Program equally rewards PHAs maximizing either voucher or budget 
utilization, but PHAs most frequently reach full budget utilization well before reaching full voucher 
utilization. Even still, interviewees emphasized that serving as many households as possible (i.e., 
maximizing voucher utilization) remains their overall goal for implementing the HCV Program. The 
increasing difference between budget and voucher utilization rates stems from several factors, 
including the budget allocation method for the HCV Program and external factors (such as rising 
rents and PHAs’ program choices). The following chapters examine the specific factors affecting 
budget and voucher utilization rates, including challenges related to local housing markets, an 
increasing focus on landlord engagement and tenant liaisons, and the growing use of PBVs.  
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Chapter 4 

Planning Utilization Goals and 
Voucher Issuance Strategies 

This chapter discusses how PHAs manage their budget and voucher utilization amid uncertainty. 
First, we show how budget utilization, in particular, is a moving target for PHAs; budget utilization 
rates vary considerably from year to year for the same PHA. We then discuss why this uncertainty 
exists, highlighting HUD’s budgeting process and other variable program factors, such as lease-up 
rates and attrition. Finally, we explore how PHAs stay on top of dynamic utilization rates and 
examine strategies that they employ to maximize budget and voucher utilization while minimizing the 
risk of shortfall amid such uncertainty.  

Budgetary complexity and uncertainty fundamentally shape budget utilization and, to a lesser extent, 
voucher utilization. Looking at utilization rates over time demonstrates this point: Most PHAs are not 
consistently high budget and voucher utilizers. For example, between 2021 and 2023, 33 percent of 
PHAs met HUD’s definition of high budget utilization (greater than or equal to 95 percent) in all three 
years (Figure 4.1). We refer to these PHAs as consistently high budget utilizers in Figure 4.1. Only 5 
percent had consistently low budget utilization (less than 95 percent) all three years. The majority of 
PHAs (63 percent) are mixed: They are high budget utilizers in some years and low budget utilizers in 
others. This is unlikely to be the result of PHAs changing their practices dramatically over the course of 
a given period but instead reflects HUD’s budgeting process. Future budget allocations from HUD are 
responsive to past budget utilization, which creates a moving target for PHAs.  
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Figure 4.1. Share of Public Housing Agencies with High Budget or Voucher 
Utilization Annually, 2021–2023 

 

NOTE: Consistently high or consistently low refers to annual utilization rates above or below 95 percent, respectively, 
in all three calendar years between 2021 and 2023. Mixed refers to PHAs with high utilization in at least one year and 
low utilization in another. N = 452 non-MTW PHAs that reported voucher and budget utilization rate data in all three 
years and had an annual voucher allocation greater than or equal to 1,000 vouchers,  

HUD reduces the budget authority for PHAs that are not using their funds and increases the 
budget authority for PHAs that use their entire budget. Although this responsiveness is sensible—
reducing potential unused dollars and rewarding PHAs that are effectively making use of their 
budgets with increased resources—it makes defining PHAs as high utilizers or low utilizers difficult. 
PHAs that are high budget utilizers in one year will generally experience an increase in their budget 
authority the following year. One expert noted that “Knowing how to play the HUD funding game” 
helps PHAs maximize utilization at the end of the year, which increases their budget allocations in the 
following year. In general, this increase in resources will tend to increase the probability of falling 
below the threshold of high budget utilization in the following year. This probability might be further 
increased because the change in budget authority is often unpredictable: Although PHAs might know 
that, if they had high budget utilization the previous year, they can expect higher budget authority in 
the upcoming year, the exact amount of their new budget authority is uncertain because it depends on 
the overall annual program funding level that Congress authorizes.  

Figure 4.2 shows this variability in annual budget authority change from 2016 through 2023, 
displaying changes in budget authorities for all non-MTW PHAs in the year after their budget 
utilization was 95 percent or higher. The middle solid line displays the mean change in budget 
authority in the year following a year of high budget utilization, while the top and bottom dotted lines 
display, respectively, the 90th percentile and the 10th percentile of the distribution of budget 
authority changes for these high budget utilizer PHAs. On average, budget authorities increased for 
high budget utilizer PHAs, ranging from 2.79 percent (in 2016) to 6.82 percent (in 2018) in the years 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, mean changes were even larger—varying 
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from 5.58 percent to 17.11 percent—because of substantial levels of emergency funding and major 
shocks to utilization. The ranges of changes at the ninetieth and tenth percentiles of the distribution 
of observed changes were even more variable and included budget reductions for those in the 10th 
percentile in most years and changes that were sometimes two to three times the mean increase for 
those at the 99th percentile. In sum, although PHAs can expect to receive, on average, additional 
funding in future years if they have high current year budget utilization, the exact size of these budget 
changes is unpredictable and often highly variable.  

Figure 4.2. Percent Change in Budget Authority, by Year, Among Non–Moving to Work Public 
Housing Agencies with High Budget Utilization in the Previous Year 

 

SOURCE: Features data from HUD, undated-a.  
NOTE: An asterisk denotes years during the COVID-19 pandemic. In each year, we exclude a small number of 
observations outside the first through the ninety-ninth percentiles because some of these values were in a range that 
suggested potential data errors. N = 1,503 (2016), 1,569 (2017), 1,222 (2018), 1,122 (2019), 1,291 (2020), 873 (2021), 729 
(2022), 922 (2023). 

Unlike federal entitlement programs (such as Medicaid or the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program) that are guaranteed funding based on the number of eligible participants, the HCV 
Program relies on annual appropriations from Congress. As discussed previously, the HCV Program 
and other federal, low-income housing support programs serve approximately one in four households 
that meet eligibility requirements (McCarty, 2023).11 Prolonged congressional deliberation over the 
federal budget can mean that the HCV Program budget is not finalized until several months into 
PHAs’ fiscal years.12 PHAs face a higher risk of shortfall when attempting to maximize budget 

 
11 Although this number is commonly cited, a 2024 study estimated that as many as 12.1 million U.S. renter households are 
severely housing cost burdened (Joint Center for Housing Studies, 2024) and, with the roughly 2.3 million vouchers funded by 
the program in recent years, the number of eligible households served by the HCV Program specifically might be closer to one in 
six eligible households.  
12 The timing of fiscal years varies across PHAs. HUD annual funding follows the calendar year.  
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utilization without knowing exactly what their budget authority will be in a given year. A limited 
number of new vouchers are authorized by Congress every year, and, as both the population and 
housing costs continue to grow, the demand for vouchers continues to far outpace supply.  

Congress has also consistently declined to fully fund renewal formulas for vouchers already issued 
to households (Sard, 2024b).13 In early 2025, the federal administration decided to stop renewal 
funding for Emergency Housing Vouchers (EHVs) altogether, which are providing approximately 
60,000 households with rental assistance across all fifty states (Bedayn, 2025). PHAs with EHVs will 
need to absorb these costs into their regular program funding to keep serving these households, 
placing further strain on already stretched budgets. California, for example, has over 15,000 EHVs 
that will no longer be federally funded. These funding decisions leave many PHAs without enough 
money to cover the costs of all their allocated vouchers, resulting in many going unused. One official 
from a PHA in Massachusetts (Cluster 2) reflected, “There are a lot of families we can’t support; [we 
have the vouchers] but we’ve reached budget capacity.” 

Trends in Budget Shortfall 
Some PHAs end up overissuing vouchers and experience higher-than-expected rates of families 

successfully leasing up, leading these PHAs to spend more money than they have been allocated. 
When this happens, these PHAs enter into a budget shortfall. Figure 4.3 shows the share of PHAs 
that experienced a period of shortfall each year from 2013 to 2024. The share of PHAs in shortfall 
had been quite low over most of the past decade. The previous high over the 12 years between 2013 
and 2024 was in 2013, when around 13 percent of PHAs were in shortfall because of automatic 
budget cuts from the failure to pass a continuing resolution to fund the government (Rice, 2013), 
which led to a large decline in HAP funding midyear. But in 2024, a combination of record increases 
in PUCs and a change in how HUD calculated the inflation factor used in renewal funding decisions 
led to two offsets (a program-wide reclamation and reallocation of a share of reserve funding held by 
PHAs) that contributed to an unprecedented spike in PHAs experiencing shortfall; the rate went 
from 5 percent in 2023 to nearly 25 percent in 2024.14 The elevated rate of PHAs in shortfall appears 
likely to continue through 2025 as HUD has informed PHAs that the most likely scenario (in May 
2025) is that the annual proration (the change in program funding for each PHA) will be 100 (a 
funding growth rate of zero). 

 
13 Fully fund means providing sufficient funding to cover the costs of vouchers in current rental markets. 
14 In 2024, HUD implemented two offsets (Office of Public and Indian Housing, 2024) and program experts indicated that the 
second offset was highly unusual and was responsible for most of the large jump in PHAs in shortfall.  
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Figure 4.3. Share of Public Housing Agencies in Shortfall, 2013–2024 

 

SOURCE: Features data provided by HUD personnel. 

Despite the risks, the willingness to overissue vouchers can increase the likelihood of reaching high 
budget utilization and increased subsequent budget authority. Therefore, to keep their utilization 
numbers up, PHAs must be on top of their own changing budgets. One staff member with a PHA in 
Michigan (Cluster 2) explained: “We’re trying to find that sweet spot where we’re able to issue 
vouchers versus we’re not outspending our budget authority. I’m checking per-unit to see what the 
cost is, and to see if we’re able to issue more—because the goal is always to get more vouchers on the 
street.” 

PHAs balance the goal of fully using their resources with the risk of shortfall. One PHA staffer in 
California (Cluster 6) explained, “We frequently go in and out of shortfall. . . . The funding formula is 
inadequate to keep up with the rental inflation in our geographic area . . . so what happens is we get 
the utilization as high as we can without violating the HUD regulations.” This sentiment was shared 
across many PHAs. In reflecting on the potential benefits of using all available resources relative to the 
risks of shortfall, an official at another multicounty PHA serving more-rural areas in California 
(Cluster 6) explained, “It’s important to us to maintain our utilization as high as possible. And now 
knowing how HUD calculates your overage . . . we would do it again. Internally, it’s pedal to the metal, 
you know: Keep our utilization as high as possible.” For others, the risks associated with potential 
shortfall are justified by the additional families served. For example, one interviewee at a PHA serving 
a coastal city in California (Cluster 6) told us, “We’re trying to serve as many people as possible in our 
community. . . . If you take a conservative approach, you help fewer families, and then the formula will 
reduce the amount of funding you get in the future . . . so we keep the utilization as high as possible, 
and we stop leasing when we are in shortfall. But up until that time, even if we project that we’re going 
into shortfall, we’ll continue the lease-up process until HUD tells us to stop.” Overall, successful 
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PHAs in our interview sample tended to be slightly more risk-tolerant when it comes to shortfall. 
Still, PHAs acknowledge the challenge of maximizing utilization while minimizing the risk of 
shortfall. A program leader from a very large urban PHA in Texas noted: “We take HUD at their 
current word, which is, ‘Use your vouchers and we will fund you’—but with the caveat that we don’t 
want to go crazy with it.” 

Forecasting Utilization  
 To achieve and maintain high utilization, PHAs must closely monitor their programs and 

forecast the number of leased vouchers that their budget can support. This involves weighing many 
factors—PUCs, attrition, waitlist responsiveness, search times, success rates—when projecting the 
number of vouchers that they can support at full budget utilization and the number of vouchers to 
issue that will reach that target. For example, PHAs must predict how many households that receive 
vouchers will find housing to lease (the success rate). A 2024 study found that roughly 60 percent of 
voucher holders lease a housing unit within 180 days, but this rate varies among PHAs and over time 
for the same PHA (Ellen, O’Regan, and Strochak, 2024).  

Successful forecasting incorporates information about changes in local circumstances. Forecasting 
tools use historical data to predict how utilization might be affected under different strategies going 
forward. However, volatility in local markets can make this forecasting challenging. Rapidly rising 
rents, for example, can increase program expenses significantly even without leasing any additional 
vouchers. Thus, forecasting utilization based on historic data might not predict big shifts in the local 
housing market. HUD developed the Two-Year Tool to assist PHAs with tracking various metrics 
related to utilization. The Microsoft Excel–based tool allows PHAs to simulate different leasing and 
spending scenarios to inform their decisions about optimizing utilization over a multiyear period. 
Additionally, HUD’s Tool of Tools is a combination of planning resources including a payment 
standard tool to assess how varying payment standards affects budgeting and the HCV Analysis Tool 
that features both a PHA-specific overview compared with state and national trends and a tool that 
allows users to analyze tenant-level data maintained by HUD. 

An official from a large PHA on the Atlantic Coast (Cluster 4) highlighted that HUD’s Two-
Year Tool helps in their effort to maximize budget and voucher utilization: “The Two-Year Tool 
allows us to input hard data on vouchers issued, units leased, attrition, et cetera, and then we can 
project into the future what we will get by the end of the year based on current issuing strategy.” But 
another PHA official in the mid-Atlantic region (Cluster 4) found that the Two-Year Tool is not 
nimble enough to make actionable predictions in their contexts: “The Two-Year Tool (and the Tool 
of Tools) are both great resources to help people and help agencies track the funding, but . . . you need 
to know your leasing rate, your success rate, your termination rate, who’s moving, [and] what your 
historic patterns are.” Although approaches vary, close monitoring of PHA data was broadly cited by 
interviewees as a key to successful utilization. 

Even with thoughtful and detailed planning, many of the factors we have discussed are beyond the 
control of a PHA. One important example is program attrition. PHAs might estimate attrition rates, 
but these can vary meaningfully from year to year. Figure 4.4 shows the distribution of attrition rates 
in 2023 for PHAs administering 1,000 vouchers or more. Although the average rate of participants 
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exiting each year was around 12 percent, at the 10th percentile, the rate was just over half this amount 
(6.7 percent), and at the 90th percentile, the rate was more than 50 percent higher: Nearly 19 percent 
of participants exited. Both kinds of variation can pose challenges for utilization, either leading to a 
lower use of budget resources than expected or potentially putting PHAs closer to going into shortfall. 
The impact of attrition is also related to changes in PUCs. In inflationary environments, the reduction 
in utilization from attrition could be made up for by fewer new vouchers being leased, if new leases 
tend to be more expensive. An official whom we interviewed from a large PHA in the Southeast 
(Cluster 1) indicated the pace of issuance was being driven primarily by attrition: “Right now, we are 
already pretty much at 100-percent utilization. So, we are only reissuing as people leave.”  

Figure 4.4. Share of Participants Exiting the Housing Choice Voucher Program in 2023, Among 
Larger Public Housing Agencies 

 

SOURCE: Features data from annual longitudinal files provided by HUD. 
NOTE: Our analysis is restricted to PHAs administering 1,000 or more vouchers in 2023. N = 520 (unique PHAs). 

Regardless of the exact approach, forecasting utilization is necessary for maximizing it. The Two-
Year Tool is a helpful starting point for many PHAs, allowing them to input different values for 
PUCs, search times, attrition, and success rates to see how these variables change expected utilization. 
Although the tool’s forecasting accuracy might not be perfect, the ability to develop multiple scenarios 
based on knowledge of local contexts can help users make the most of the Two-Year Tool. For 
example, default settings based on historic data can be adjusted to reflect a real-time understanding of 
how utilization inputs might be changing. Some high-capacity PHAs even build their own customized 
forecasting tools. Although this is not necessary, alternatives to the Two-Year Tool or the use of 
additional metrics that allow PHAs to leverage their own contextual knowledge can be important 
contributors to consistently high utilization.  
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Voucher Issuance Strategies 
Many PHAs issue more vouchers than they expect to lease. Overissuance accounts for the fact 

that not all vouchers that are issued will lease up, and it is a common strategy for maximizing 
utilization. But deciding exactly how much to overissue can be a challenge. Successful voucher issuance 
strategies consider many factors and balance the risk of underutilization with the risk of shortfall. 
PHAs commonly strategize about the timing and number of vouchers to issue around their budget 
cycles, but they must do so amid significant budget constraints and uncertainty (as outlined 
previously). A program manager from a state PHA in the Northeast discussed their approach to 
issuance, saying “We start with the forecasting tool to look at search vouchers outstanding, attrition, 
how many are about to lease up, budget, et cetera to decide how many new vouchers to issue. This 
gives us an opportunity to regularly adjust.” Many interviewees in high-utilizing programs described 
needing to constantly monitor complex budgeting and forecasting inputs to avoid leasing more 
vouchers than they are authorized or spending more than their budget authority. At the same time, 
staff from these PHAs were not afraid to overissue to avoid underutilizing.  

Several key metrics can inform the extent to which PHAs should overissue vouchers. These 
include success rates, waitlist responsiveness, PUCs, and program attrition. PHAs that have high 
success rates or a responsive waitlist should have lower rates of overissuance. Regions that experience 
significant increases in PUCs should also consider lower rates of overissuance. PHAs that experience 
high levels of attrition, low success rates, or waitlists that have not been refreshed should consider 
higher rates of overissuance.  

High-utilizing PHAs commonly front-load voucher issuance early in the year, allowing time to 
monitor success rates and make adjustments later in the year. The goal is to achieve peak utilization at 
the same time that budgets are renewed. One interviewee at a large PHA in Florida (Cluster 1) told 
us, “At the beginning of the year, I take the average HAP and look at that number of what I can lease 
up to—what is that magic number that we can lease up to? And that is our goal.” PHAs also refresh 
waitlists periodically, balancing a desire to respect the often yearslong wait times for families on an 
existing waitlist with the operational need to receive timely responses from participants selected to 
receive search vouchers, which is more challenging when a waitlist is out of date.  

Our interviews suggested that there is not a single approach that works best. Some utilization 
strategies focus on increasing success rates for vouchers that have already been issued, others focus on 
overissuing, and others focus on refreshing waitlists to increase the timely response rate of potential 
voucher recipients. However, the qualitative evidence indicates that closely monitoring program data 
and using tools that allow PHAs to view these variables in relation to one another can help PHAs 
develop a plan to reach their target utilization.  
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Recommendations for PHAs 

• PHAs should overissue vouchers using key metrics (including success rates, program attrition, 
responsiveness of waitlists, and PUCs) to determine a context-specific overissuance rate. PHAs should 
use HUD’s Two-Year Tool and other utilization resources as a starting point, but should, to the extent 
possible, further refine and customize their forecasts with updated data and estimated trends reflecting the 
local context. High-capacity PHAs using such customized tools and approaches can help by sharing their 
practices with other PHAs.  

• PHAs should consider the seasonality of their rental market when designing an issuance strategy. For 
instance, PHAs can issue vouchers to align with rental markets or adjust expectations around search times 
and lease up based on seasonal trends. In less seasonal markets, PHAs can consider frontloading vouchers 
earlier in the year to give themselves more time to adjust their strategy throughout the year.  

• PHAs should weigh the trade-off between low utilization and the risk of shortfall. They should also 
consider accepting a higher risk of experiencing temporary shortfall as part of an issuance strategy aimed 
at maximizing budget utilization. PHAs should make clear-eyed assessments of HUD’s budgeting process 
(which rewards high budget utilization) and the department’s policies concerning the management of modest 
shortfalls when designing an issuance strategy.  

 

Recommendations for HUD and Other Stakeholders 

In addition to strategies that PHAs can implement to increase utilization, changes at the federal level could help 
PHAs more effectively forecast utilization and develop strategies to reach their utilization goals. Thus, we include 
the following recommendations: 
• HUD should expand existing efforts to offer robust training and technical assistance for using the Two-

Year Tool in a locally tailored context. HUD could improve training programs available to PHAs by collecting 
and sharing best practices from PHAs around the country and offering tips for PHAs to take advantage of 
certain policy choices or opportunities. Effective trainings could occur one-on-one in regional offices and 
include live questions from PHAs to make sure the questions are relevant. Summaries of practices could be 
shared through one-pagers that PHAs can continue to reference. Such training should be developed with an 
awareness of PHA climate and issues, such as staff turnover, and should include space and time for PHAs to 
get up to speed with notable program changes (e.g., the National Standards for the Physical Inspection of 
Real Estate and the Housing Opportunity Through Modernization Act [HOTMA]). Many PHAs have moved to 
new, commercial software systems to manage tenant eligibility and other functions in response to HOTMA 
requirements and the phased implementation of HUD’s new Enterprise Voucher Management System. This 
may provide opportunities for HUD to assist smaller PHAs by providing training on how to leverage these 
technology changes most effectively. PHAs could also benefit from regular updates to the HCV Program 
guidebook, and from being engaged in more collaborative discussions with HUD, particularly before major 
changes (such as HOTMA).  

• In addition to providing initial annual guidance on budget scenarios each year, HUD should provide 
updates on evolving congressional budgeting to improve PHA planning. To the extent possible, HUD 
should make the rules governing budget authority changes as transparent as possible so that PHAs can plan 
around these. Although exact budget authority is contingent on congressional approval, sharing expected 
outcomes regarding annual program funding as they are evolving through budget negotiations will help 
PHAs better plan for success. Clear communication about the basis of budget authority changes (e.g., is it 
based solely on budget utilization or is voucher utilization also a factor?) could help PHAs design strategies 
that align with HUD goals. 
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Chapter 5 

Addressing Tight Housing Markets 

This chapter discusses the role that local housing market conditions play in affecting utilization. 
We first consider evidence on the links between housing supply and rental prices and then look at the 
empirical associations among utilization and key indicators of tight housing markets. After that, we 
explore how HCV Program flexibility that is available to PHAs might moderate the utilization 
challenges presented by a difficult local housing market and consider the trade-offs inherent in the use 
of such policies.  

A growing body of research has highlighted the causal connection between housing supply and 
rental prices (Pennington, 2021; Asquith, Mast, and Reed, 2023). Variation in housing supply and, 
subsequently, housing costs are driven by macroeconomic factors (such as interest rates and 
recessions) and local factors (such as more- or less-restrictive zoning and land use policy). Figure 5.1 
illustrates both forces at work via the average rental vacancy rates from 2000 through 2024 for the 
United States as a whole and California and Texas specifically. The dramatic national increase in 
single-family housing production in the years preceding the Great Recession of 2008 led to a notable 
increase in vacancy rates from 2009 to 2011 as the rate of household formation declined sharply 
(Dunne, 2012). This can be seen in both the national data and in state vacancy rates for California and 
Texas—the country’s two most populous states and ones that have had notably different trajectories 
of population and housing stock growth. Despite substantial population growth between 2000 and 
2024, vacancy rates in Texas were roughly 70 percent to 160 percent higher than in California, which 
has had low or even occasionally negative population growth but has long had much more-restrictive 
land use and zoning policies and, consequently, lower housing supply and higher rental costs. 
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Figure 5.1. Yearly Rental Vacancy Rates for the United States, California, and Texas, from 2000 
to 2023 

 

SOURCES: Features data from Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2025b; Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2025c; 
and Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2025d. 

Rental prices are strongly related to vacancy rates. Positive shocks to demand can drive both 
declines in vacancy rates and increases in prices. The increase in housing demand in the aftermath of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which saw vacancy rates decrease by 15 to 20 percent nationally, also drove 
rapid rent increases in many areas (Liu and Su, 2020; Long, 2021). Figure 5.2 shows changes in real 
(inflation-adjusted) rental prices for low-income movers between 2015 and 2023 for 31 major metro 
areas around the United States. The average 2015 rental prices for two- and three-bedroom 
apartments are on the y-axis, and 2023 prices are on the x-axis. The dashed diagonal line represents no 
change in real rent (which is expressed in constant 2019 dollars). Points to the right of this dashed line 
indicate a real increase in rental prices, and the difference between the x and y coordinates indicate the 
change over this period.  
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Figure 5.2. Inflation-Adjusted Rental Price Changes Among Low-Income Families, 2015–2023 

 

SOURCE: Features data from ACS one-year microdata from IPUMS (Ruggles et al., 2025). 
NOTE: We include 31 metro areas with populations at or above the 90th percentile of all metro areas in 2023. The 
sample comprises households at or below the 50th percentile of total household income in the metro that reported 
moving in the year prior to completing the survey. All dollar amounts are adjusted to 2019 dollars using a chain-type 
personal consumption expenditure deflator so that rental price changes are in real (not nominal) terms. 

In a few places—such as the Baltimore-Columbia-Towson, Maryland, metro area or Oklahoma 
City, Oklahoma—real rental prices were largely unchanged. But in such areas as Atlanta-Sandy 
Springs-Roswell, Georgia; Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, Colorado; and Miami-Fort Lauderdale-West 
Palm Beach, Florida, real rental prices increased by roughly 20 to 40 percent.  

Nearly all our interviewees focused on the challenges of tight housing markets, but there are 
meaningful differences across PHAs in how this challenge affects utilization. For the HCV Program, 
the challenges of a tight housing market are exacerbated by HUD’s use of FMR levels (rent ceilings) 
targeted to support rents in the lower 40 percent of the rental market as well as the widespread 
problem of landlord discrimination against voucher holders (Cunningham et al., 2018; Hangen and 
O’Brien, 2023). Our interviews revealed a nearly universal frustration with the rate of rental price 
increases. One HCV Program manager in Virginia (Cluster 4) told us, “I don’t know if it’s a COVID 
thing or because they couldn’t evict people because of the moratorium and all that, but private 
landlords are asking for abnormally high contract rate increases. . . . One just asked me if they could go 
from $960 to $1,550, and I’m like, ‘There’s no way I’m approving that high of an increase for you.’” 
Another program supervisor from a state PHA in the Northeast said, “Landlords taking $1,400 for a 
three-bedroom last year want $2,300 now, and it’s in a bad area!” 
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Empirical Evidence on the Relationship Between Tight Housing 
Markets and Utilization 

We can explore the quantitative associations between voucher utilization and these factors—
rental prices and vacancy rates—by considering how changes in these factors within a PHA over time 
correspond to changes in voucher utilization rates on average. Using HUD data from 2015 through 
2023, we regress utilization rates (in percent form) on median rent (expressed in terms of $10 
increments for ease of interpretation; coefficients can be interpreted as the change in utilization 
associated with a $10 increase in rent) and on vacancy rates (in percent form).15 We also include a 
measure of the number of vouchers administered by a PHA that we do not report in the table (for the 
sake of brevity) to account, at least in part, for average differences in resources related to greater levels 
of administrative fees. Finally, we drop PHAs below the 25th percentile (in terms of number of 
vouchers administered) because very small PHAs might have large fluctuations in their voucher 
utilization numbers driven by numerically small changes in leasing. 

Panel A of Table 5.1 reports these associations for rent and vacancy rates separately and then 
combines them (all while holding constant the number of vouchers administered by each PHA). This 
panel includes 1,633 PHAs. Rent prices (model 1) have a statistically significant, negative association 
with voucher utilization—a $100 increase in median rent is associated with a roughly 1.1–percentage-
point decline in the utilization rate. Vacancy rates (model 2) have a statistically significant, positive 
association with the voucher utilization rate—a roughly 5–percentage-point increase in the vacancy rate 
is associated with a 1–percentage-point increase in the voucher utilization rate. But when we combined 
these factors together in one regression, vacancy rates are not a strong predictor of utilization when rent 
is accounted for. In model 3, the coefficient on median rental price is virtually unaffected by being 
combined with vacancy rates, but the coefficient on the vacancy rate declines by around two-thirds and 
becomes statistically insignificant (while the adjusted R2 of the model is identical).16  

Table 5.1. Associations Between Voucher Utilization Rates and Rental Prices and Vacancy 
Rates Among Public Housing Agencies Overall and by High- or Low-Utilization Status 

Statistic 

Model Run 

1: Rent Prices 2: Vacancy Rates 
3: Rent Prices and 

Vacancy Rates Combined 

Panel A. Full sample 

Median rent, in tens of dollars 

Value −0.108***  −0.107*** 

Standard error (0.004)  (0.004) 

 
15 To assign rental prices and vacancy rates to a PHA, we used estimated PHA service areas provided as public data by HUD 
and then attached census tract-level rents and vacancy rates from ACS five-year estimates to each service area and averaged these 
values annually over each service area.  
16 Although conceptually, there is a clear linkage between these two measures, empirically it is not strong. Using the sample for 
the model in panel A of Table 5.1, the correlation between vacancy rate and median rent is −0.075.  
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Statistic 

Model Run 

1: Rent Prices 2: Vacancy Rates 
3: Rent Prices and 

Vacancy Rates Combined 

Vacancy rate, as a percentage 

Value  0.179*** 0.047 

Standard error  (0.031) (0.030) 

Observations 9,096 9,096 9,096 

Adjusted R2 0.88 0.89 0.89 

Panel B. Higher-utilizing PHAs 

Median rent, in tens of dollars 

Value −0.088***  −0.088*** 

Standard error (0.005)  (0.006) 

Vacancy rate, as a percentage 

Value  0.053 −0.020 

Standard error  (0.041) (0.040) 

Observations 4,625 4,625 4,625 

Adjusted R2 0.88 0.89 0.89 

Panel C. Lower-utilizing PHAs 

Median rent, in tens of dollars 

Value −0.152***  −0.150*** 

Standard error (0.007)  (0.007) 

Vacancy rate, as a percentage 

Value  0.320*** 0.057 

Standard error  (0.054) (0.051) 

Observations 3,005 3,005 3,005 

Adjusted R2 0.90 0.88 0.90 

SOURCES: Features data from HUD, undated-a, and U.S. Census Bureau, 2024.  
NOTE: Our model also controls for the number of vouchers a PHA administers because this could affect the 
resources (in particular, administrative fees) that are available to address utilization. We restrict the analysis to 
PHAs at or above the 25th percentile of size measured by average number of vouchers administered from 2015 
to 2023. Higher-utilizing PHAs are those with budget authority growth above the national average change in 
program funding for seven or more (or, for lower-utilizing PHAs, five or fewer years) of ten years between 2015 
and 2024. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 

 
In panel B, we estimate these same models only for PHAs that are consistently high-budget 

utilizers. We use a novel measure of utilization to distinguish higher- versus lower-utilizing PHAs: 
the number of years in which the growth rate of a PHA’s budget authority is greater than the national 
growth rate of total HCV Program funding. Because of the way that the PHA budget allocations are 
made—rewarding PHAs with high budget utilization in one year with more funding the next year and 
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similarly penalizing PHAs with low budget utilization with relatively less budget authority—this is a 
consistent way to measure higher-utilizing PHAs. The subsample in panel B comprises PHAs that 
had growth in their budget authority that was higher than the national average for seven or more years 
between 2015 and 2024 (881 PHAs). We can see in these results that the association between rent 
and utilization is still negative and highly statistically significant, but the magnitude is roughly 20 
percent smaller. In contrast, the relationship between vacancy rates and utilization is statistically 
indistinguishable from zero and this does not change when both variables are included in the model 
(model 3).  

These differences are contrasted by the results in panel C, which focus on consistently lower-
utilizing PHAs; the subsample comprises 441 PHAs whose budget authority growth was above the 
national average for five or fewer years between 2015 and 2024. Here, we see that the association 
between rental prices and utilization is roughly 50 percent larger (indicating that a $100 increase in 
rent is associated with a 1.5–percentage-point increase in the utilization rate), and the positive 
association between vacancy rates and utilization is around 80 percent larger (although it, too, declines 
substantially and becomes statistically imprecise when combined with median rental price).  

It might be natural to assume that PHAs with consistently higher budget utilization face looser 
housing markets (and vice versa for PHAs with consistently lower budget utilization). However, this 
is not the case. In a simple regression estimating the association between local median rent and the 
number of years observed as a high-utilizing PHA (while also controlling for the number of vouchers 
administered), there is actually a large and highly statistically significant (at the 99.9-percent 
confidence level) positive association between median rent and the number of years that a PHA ranks 
as a high budget utilizer (the coefficient indicates that a $60 increase in median monthly rent is 
associated with one additional year that a PHA ranks as a high budget utilizer). The association 
between vacancy rates and the number of years that a PHA spends as a high utilizer is positive and not 
statistically significant. Thus, on average, PHAs in tighter housing markets are less sensitive to these 
challenging factors, suggesting that there is much to learn about overcoming these housing market-
related challenges from the practices of these PHAs.  

We see similar results when we use budget utilization as the outcome instead of voucher utilization, 
but the magnitudes are about half as large as the magnitudes in Table 5.1, on average. Together, these 
results suggest that the barrier represented by a tight rental housing market is meaningful, though there 
are notable differences across PHAs in the extent to which utilization is affected.  

Public Housing Agency Policies and Practices for Addressing 
Tight Housing Markets 
Search Time Policy 

The share of families issued a search voucher that successfully convert this voucher into an executed 
housing assistance payment contract is known as the success rate. Success rates have been declining over 
the past 30 years from a national average of 80 to 85 percent in the early 1990s to around 60 percent 
between 2018 and 2022 (Finkel and Buron, 2001; Ellen, O’Regan, and Strochak, 2021).  
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HUD requires that PHAs provide a minimum search time of 60 days and recommends that 
PHAs in tight housing markets consider automatically extending the search period whenever 
requested. Recent research has shown that success rates increase steadily through 180 days. Figure 5.3 
presents estimates of national success rates using 2019 HUD data and different search-time windows 
(the length of time during which a successful rental contract is executed). Going from a 60-day 
window to a 90-day window results in measured success rates increasing by around 14 percentage 
points (41 percent). Going from a 90-day window to a 180-day window results in an increase in the 
estimated success rate of roughly 16 percentage points (36 percent). 

Figure 5.3. National Success Rates in 2019, by Search-Time Window 

 

SOURCE: Adapted from Ellen, O’Regan, and Strochak, 2021, p.8. 

An analysis of average 180-day success rates from 2023 among PHAs in our qualitative sample 
suggests a link between more-accommodating search-time policies and higher success rates (Figure 
5.4). We coded responses about search-time policies from our qualitative interviews and, in some 
instances, published PHA annual plans. For PHAs that automatically allow search times longer than 
120 days or extend search times without extenuating circumstances, we used the code “longer/more 
generous,” and for PHAs with shorter search times or more-restrictive policies around extensions, we 
used the code “shorter/less generous.”  
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Figure 5.4. National Success Rates in 2019, by Search-Time Policy 

 

SOURCE: Features data from HUD, undated-a. 
NOTE: Results are from a bivariate regression of 180-day success rates on an indicator for more-generous search-time 
policies for a subset of non-MTW PHAs in our interview group (N = 17). Whiskers show the 95-percent confidence 
interval for each estimate. 

We found that PHAs with longer search times and/or more-generous policies around extensions 
had average success rates that were 7.6 percentage points higher (62.4 versus 54.8 percent—a 
difference of 14 percent). However, this difference was not statistically significant at conventional 
levels (p = 0.24, likely owing to our small sample size of only 17 PHAs). But we also note that search-
time policies are likely highly endogenous, meaning that PHAs experiencing lower success rates because 
of tighter housing markets likely adopt more-accommodating policies in response, which would lead 
such simple comparisons as this to be biased downward in magnitude, understating the strength of 
this relationship. (We could not accurately document discrete changes in PHA policies over time, 
which would have allowed for a less biased comparison of associated changes in success rates by 
comparing rates within a PHA before and after a search time policy change.) 

Many interviewees said that extended search-time policies helped achieve higher utilization. An 
interviewee at a Midwest PHA (Cluster 2) noted that they experimented with increasing search times 
to a minimum of 120 days “whether tenants asked or not; we have not changed that back. Most people 
are using that full amount of time.” An official from a midsize Southern PHA (Cluster 4) noted that 
“almost everyone asks for an extension” to get to 120 days. Many PHAs indicated that they had made 
180 days standard or that they granted extensions to that length of time without any further 
requirements. One very large urban MTW PHA on the East Coast noted that, in certain cases, they 
allow up to two years for participants to search for housing. 

We note that longer search times will tend to come at a cost in terms of flexibility around issuance 
policies because there will be more outstanding vouchers “on the street” (i.e., a search voucher has been 
issued, but the voucher holder has not yet secured a lease) at any given time. However, given the 
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administrative burden of doing intake and approval for eligible families and issuing search vouchers to 
them, this cost may be preferable to the higher administrative burden of having to issue more vouchers 
to get to the same level of voucher utilization. 

Flexible Payment Standards 
As discussed earlier in this report, the gap between the two measures of utilization—voucher 

utilization and budget utilization—has grown tremendously in recent years because of growth in 
average PUCs that have consistently outpaced increases in program resources. Figure 5.5 shows that 
PUCs have increased substantially for both low- and high-cost areas, but these increases have not been 
even. The figure shows the path of growth in PUCs from 2015 through 2023 according to quartiles of 
average PUCs in 2015. Among PHAs in the lowest quartile of 2015 PUC levels, costs increased, on 
average, by roughly 25 percent, from around $300 to $400. Among PHAs in the top quartile of 2015 
PUC levels, however, costs increased by double that amount, 50 percent, from an average of around 
$800 in 2015 to nearly $1,200 in 2023. During this time, the HCV Program budget has increased by 
around 25 percent. This means that PUC increases have matched increased program funding levels in 
the lowest cost areas, but in the tightest housing markets, PUCs have increased at double the rate of 
the overall change in HCV funding. 

Figure 5.5. Per-Unit Costs over Time, According to Per-Unit Cost Quartile in 2015 

 

SOURCE: Features data from HUD, undated-a.  
NOTE: All amounts are in nominal dollars. The dataset comprises all PHAs with valid PUC measures: N = 2,222 (unique 
PHAs).  

This mismatch between program funding and rent increases has led many PHAs to experiment 
with higher payment standards. HUD allows PHAs to vary their payment standards between 90 and 
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110 percent of published FMRs—the ceiling values for rents that the program uses to calculate 
monthly rental assistance payments (Sard and Lubell, 2000). PHAs may go up to 120 percent of 
payment standards, but this requires permission from HUD. Most PHAs in our interview sample 
reported payment standards of between 110 and 120 percent. One interviewee from a midsize 
Midwestern PHA (Cluster 2) said that “fair market rents were not keeping up with rents. 120 percent 
is now more aligned.” Another interviewee from a PHA in the Mountain West (Cluster 5) suggested 
that the inadequacy of FMRs necessitated the use of higher payment standards, saying “Fair Market 
Rate isn’t fair or market here. We have to go 110 percent of FMR on all voucher sizes for people to 
have options to find [a unit].” 

But higher payment standards open an even wider gap between meeting voucher utilization and 
budget utilization goals over time. One interviewee at a smaller PHA in Texas (Cluster 6) told us, 
“Right now, we are utilizing all of our funding, but our [voucher utilization] rate is only 84 percent.” 
Additionally, some PHAs worried that increasing payment standards sends a signal to participating 
landlords that can lead to additional challenges. One interviewee from a semirural, multicounty PHA 
in California (Cluster 6) characterized their thinking as follows: “We don’t just, by default, go to 100 
percent because . . . it also lets landlords in the community know, hey, I can raise my rents higher.” 
This take was echoed by an interviewee from a very large urban PHA in the South, who told us that 
landlords who increased rents based on increased payment standards “contributed to draining our 
budget authority in [fiscal year 2024], so we are in shortfall now. . . . We had to immediately look at 
the numbers and recalculate our payment standards.” 

Small Area Fair Market Rents 
Another approach aimed at addressing the lack of tenant choice that often results from tight 

housing markets is varying payment standards geographically within a metro area. The primary 
example of this is HUD’s Small Area FMR (SAFMR) policy, which sets rent ceilings within a metro 
area at the Zip-code level rather than metro-wide, allowing for higher rent ceilings in areas with 
historically higher rents. The policy’s goal is to increase choice for program participants by opening 
access to neighborhoods that would be unlikely to have rental options available at the 40th percentile 
metro-wide rent ceiling (Poverty and Race Research Action Council, 2024). SAFMRs raise the rent 
ceiling in higher-cost areas and lower it in other areas, intending to induce moves to areas with greater 
resources and opportunities for program participants. This policy was piloted in 2011 in response to a 
lawsuit in Dallas, Texas, and was extended to 24 more metro areas in 2018 (Dastrup, Finkel, and 
Ellen, 2019; Patterson and Silverman, 2019). Multiple studies have evaluated the short-term 
outcomes of this policy and have found that it increases moves to higher-opportunity areas without 
notable negative effects on overall PHA budgets (Collinson and Ganong, 2018; Dastrup, Finkel, and 
Ellen, 2019). In 2025, HUD expanded the policy to cover a total of 65 metro areas. Certain PHAs 
have also voluntarily adopted SAFMRs, which have been calculated and published for all metro areas 
for several years. Additionally, PHAs might request permission to use exception payment standards to 
pay higher amounts in certain Zip codes (these are often represented by, for example, three tiers of 
distinct rent ceilings within a PHA’s jurisdiction).  
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In our interviews, we found that PHAs had mixed views about the pros and cons of geographically 
based payment standards. An interviewee from a California PHA that serves a very geographically 
dispersed county (Cluster 1) spoke positively about using flexible payment standards, saying, “Now we 
have nine payment standards within the county; that allows us to pay rents more targeted towards the 
rental market in that particular area. . . . It allows our voucher holders to be more flexible in where 
they can live. They can go to the west side of the county. They’re not hindered by the FMR where it 
may not cover the rent the landlord is asking.” 

Other PHAs expressed significant concerns often related to two factors. The first concern was 
mismatches between Zip codes—which were not designed according to neighborhood 
characteristics—and high-opportunity neighborhoods. Zip codes can sometimes have uniformly 
higher-quality or lower-quality housing and amenities, but, in other cases, a single Zip code could 
contain both higher- and lower-quality areas and, in practice, the higher-quality areas within the Zip 
code might be difficult for voucher holders to access, even with higher rent ceilings. One program 
expert with whom we spoke described an East Coast city in which one Zip code “has the most 
exclusive, wealthy neighborhoods . . . and the only rental housing is in very poor neighborhoods with 
low-quality housing.” The second factor is the fact that, in many Zip codes in low-income areas with 
historically high levels of voucher holders, rent ceilings decline when the SAFMR policy is adopted. 
Although the policy allows PHAs flexibility in implementing a hold harmless period (a period during 
which the existing rent ceiling will not be lowered so that participating families with rents at the old 
rent ceiling limit will not see an immediate increase in their share of the rent), eventually lower rent 
ceilings generally come into effect leading to lower levels of rental assistance for existing tenants in 
these areas.17 In such cases, either a landlord must lower the rent or a tenant must take on a higher 
rental cost burden. Related to this issue, another program expert reported hearing “concern about 
disinvesting in lower-opportunity areas, not supporting mom and pop landlords.” Another interviewee 
from a larger, East Coast PHA that was facing mandatory adoption of SAFMRs (Cluster 4) said they 
anticipated “challenges communicating with tenants, especially for those whose FMRs will decrease as 
a result.”  

However, not all of our interviewees raised these concerns. One interviewee from a large PHA in 
the Southeast (Cluster 1) took a more nuanced view about the potential for geographically based 
payment standards to lead to a broader opening of tight housing markets over time, saying “At first 
[the SAFMR policy] . . . took away housing stock [available to voucher holders] because landlords 
weren’t getting expected rents. After a few years, we saw that it did work with more people moving to 
higher opportunity areas [and] folks buying units and renting them out in these areas because they can 
get higher rents.” 

In summary, geographically based payment standards can help to provide more choices for 
voucher holders, but mandatory changes could have a negative effect on both the supply of units 
available and on rent burdens for existing voucher holders. For PHAs that are not subject to the 
mandatory adoption of SAFMRs, experimenting with the voluntary use of exception payment 
standards currently allowed by HUD might offer a good opportunity to assess the efficacy of this 

 
17 PHAs can implement the change in several ways, including simply providing a 12-month notice of the impending change, 
delaying the implementation for two years, or not implementing the change for the life of the particular tenancy by a family at 
their current address (HUD, 2023). 
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approach in specific local contexts, such as making certain neighborhoods available to voucher holders 
that were largely off-limits before because of insufficiently low metro-wide FMR values.  

 

Recommendations for PHAs 

• PHAs with low success rates should extend allowable search time to 180 days and allow even longer 
search times for households facing high barriers related to tight housing markets. Although longer 
search times can reduce a PHA’s flexibility to adjust issuance strategies if more vouchers are on the 
street for longer, planning is also difficult (and administrative costs are higher) when many families search 
for up to three or four months and ultimately fail to lease up. PHAs should also use past data to inform 
search-time policies, including average search times, how search times have changed, and how search 
times are distributed (e.g., do they vary widely and, if so, what kinds of households tend to need longer?). 

• Adopting geographically based payment standards can help to open new areas to voucher holders, 
but the best approach might depend on local factors. For PHAs operating in areas that have not yet 
adopted mandatory SAFMRs, voluntary experimentation with geographical variation in payment 
standards can be a useful way to learn more about the costs and benefits of such a policy. For example, 
PHAs with a substantial level of spatial variation in housing quality and rental prices can pilot using higher 
payment standards in certain Zip codes that contain more highly resourced neighborhoods while actively 
monitoring whether voucher recipients are actually succeeding in leasing up in the higher-opportunity 
areas of these Zip codes or are instead being restricted to living in less resourced areas within them. 

• Adopting higher payment standards can help with addressing tight housing markets if area rents are 
consistently outpacing HUD rent ceilings, but doing so comes with trade-offs. For PHAs in areas with 
uniformly high rental prices, raising payment standards to 110 or even 120 percent of the area FMR can 
be an effective way to help families and increase budget utilization, but it requires a trade-off in achieving 
higher voucher utilization because setting higher payment standards leads directly to funding fewer units 
at higher PUCs. This might, in turn, lead to lower levels of renewal funding and fewer administrative fees 
to use for necessary PHA operations. 
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Chapter 6 

Supporting Voucher Holders and 
Landlords 

This chapter presents findings and recommendations about supporting voucher holders in finding 
a unit and recruiting and retaining landlords in the HCV Program. These efforts primarily aim to 
boost the success rate (the rate at which households issued a voucher are able to find a unit and use it). 
However, increasing success rates can also benefit utilization rates in important ways: Higher success 
rates make full utilization easier to achieve. In addition, PHAs with high success rates spend less time 
and fewer resources issuing vouchers that will go unleased (and PHAs receive only administrative fees 
for leased vouchers). Nearly all interviewees referenced, either implicitly or explicitly, voucher holder 
and landlord engagement strategies as key to maintaining or improving their budget or voucher 
utilization rates via increases to their success rates.  

Landlord participation is crucial to the success of the HCV Program. However, many landlords 
refuse to accept vouchers, even in places with source of income (SOI) protection laws that make it 
illegal to discriminate against prospective tenants based on voucher use. SOI laws lead to increased 
lease ups for voucher holders (Ellen, O’Regan, and Strochak, 2024) and have substantially increased in 
number across the country since 2015 (Figure 6.1). As of 2025, 21 states and 138 cities or counties 
had passed laws to prohibit discrimination based on SOI (Poverty and Race Research Action Council, 
2025). However, these laws are difficult to enforce, and interviewees described how landlords can find 
legal “workarounds,” such as setting rents out of reach, requiring minimum credit scores, and piling on 
additional up-front fees. 
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Figure 6.1. Number of Municipal Source of Income Laws Adopted over Time 

 

SOURCE: Features data from Poverty and Race Research Action Council, 2025. 

Landlord refusals commonly stem from negative experiences with or perceptions of the program’s 
administrative burden, unpredictability, and potential for tenant conflict (Office of Policy 
Development and Research, 2019). Low rates of landlord participation make it difficult for tenants to 
successfully use their issued voucher and increase administrative costs for PHAs (because they need to 
issue more vouchers and provide associated case-management services) (Cunningham et al., 2018; 
Garboden et al., 2018).  

SOI laws can also help increase landlord participation in unexpected ways. One staff member 
from a very large urban MTW PHA in California described how their main jurisdiction recently 
adopted an SOI ordinance that had a relatively long delay between adoption and implementation. The 
PHA’s staff used this time to try to engage with landlords to educate them about the new ordinance 
but also to attempt to sell the benefits of participating in the program. The interviewee told us,  

When it passed, we took a hard look at our landlord engagement to make sure we 
were supporting landlords as community partners with efficient services, quick 
payment, and so on. We established a landlord advisory committee to give them a 
voice in our programs. This helped to increase broader buy-in from the landlord 
community. The SOI ordinance was really helpful in this way. 

Limited landlord participation is just one reason why it can be difficult for voucher holders to find 
a suitable unit. Low vacancy rates, complex and time-consuming administrative processes, an inability 
to pay application fees or deposits, a lack of transportation, and other barriers prevent many tenants 
from finding a unit that meets both their household needs and the requirements of the HCV 
Program. Nationally, only about 60 percent of households that are issued a voucher successfully lease 
up within six months (Ellen, O’Regan, and Strochak, 2021). Even when voucher holders do secure a 
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unit, the landlords willing to accept them are often confined to high-poverty areas, farther away from 
high-quality schools, jobs, and transportation (Cunningham et al., 2018; Garboden et al., 2018). For 
example, only about 14 percent of metropolitan families using vouchers live in low-poverty 
neighborhoods (Mazzara and Knudsen, 2019).  

Public Housing Agency Policies and Practices for Engaging 
Landlords  
Customer Service, Landlord Liaisons, and Outreach  

Many interviewees highlighted the importance of some version of, as one expert interviewee put it, 
“just plain good customer service” as a key strategy in retaining landlords and maximizing their 
utilization rates. As one PHA director in a small coastal city (Cluster 6) described, “The reality is that 
landlords have a choice,” so customer service is essential to overcome the bureaucratic disadvantages of 
working with the PHA as a “third wheel.” Interviewees associated good customer service with having a 
responsive staff, scheduling timely payments and inspections, and allowing flexibility where possible. 
The director of a small PHA in Minnesota (Cluster 5) described how their staff are explicitly tasked 
with nurturing landlord relationships and have incorporated flexibilities (biennial, rather than annual, 
inspections, alternative lease lengths, and eliminating unnecessary paperwork) as part of their efforts to 
“make working with the program easier for landlords and remind them that we are a partner.” An 
interviewee from a large PHA in Florida (Cluster 1) described hearing from landlords in a landlord 
committee that was formed by the PHA, “‘We don’t care about cash . . . What we care about is that your 
team communicates timely, the inspections are done timely, and the HAP contract is signed timely.’” 

Some PHAs can staff dedicated landlord specialists to help increase landlord satisfaction with the 
voucher program. One large PHA in California (Cluster 1) created a dedicated owner services team 
that acts as a “concierge service” for landlords; staff are available to answer questions, troubleshoot 
issues, and guide landlords through the necessary paperwork and administrative processes. Other 
PHAs described setting up landlord hotlines: dedicated phone lines for landlords to call the PHA 
directly for guidance or support. These hotlines are designed to increase accessibility and streamline 
communication, and landlords can use them to ask questions, report issues, learn about available 
resources, and request assistance. A PHA director in Nevada (Cluster 1) described the importance of 
these types of initiatives for landlords: “[Landlords] want to make sure that when they call, somebody 
answers the phone.” 

Interviewees also described the importance of outreach for bringing in new landlords, units, and 
markets to the voucher program. Outreach efforts include hosting landlord events, such as educational 
seminars, virtual webinars, annual symposiums, and one-on-one sessions. Topics covered during these 
events might include step-by-step guidance on the application process, best practices for tenant 
selection, information on how rent payment standards are calculated, requirements for property 
inspections, and information on available resources. PHA staff also described attending relevant 
community events, such as landlord association meetings or property owner conventions, to 
strengthen relationships, recruit new landlords, and spread awareness of the voucher program. 
Interviewees described these events as opportunities to correct misperceptions as, according to a PHA 
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official in a large Mountain West city (Cluster 5), there “are a lot of stigmas” associated with the 
voucher program that can be overcome through education. To counteract perceptions that PHAs do 
not care about the needs of participating landlords (Varady, Jaroscak, and Kleinhans, 2017), some 
PHAs have formed landlord advisory committees to solicit feedback and workshop issues collectively. 
An executive of a very large urban PHA in California described how their advisory committee gives 
landlords a “voice” in the voucher program and has “helped to increase broader buy-in from the 
landlord community.” 

Cash Incentives and Reimbursement Funds  
Cash, in the form of incentives or discretionary funds, can be a powerful motivator for landlord 

participation in the HCV Program. Some PHAs offer cash incentives for new and existing landlords 
and for those who successfully refer new landlords to the program. In one midsize county in Michigan 
(Cluster 2), the PHA offers a $1,000 cash incentive for new landlords and $250 for new units (up to 
five total per landlord). A midsize PHA in Utah (Cluster 5) offers $500 for new landlords and $250 
for new landlord referrals. Such financial incentives as these can help to counter some of the barriers 
to landlord participation, such as stereotypes and misperceptions about the types of tenants who use 
vouchers. An executive at a PHA in a North Carolina metropolitan area (Cluster 4) suggested, “If we 
offered incentives to landlords, I think they would be more willing to put their properties on the 
program. We’ve had a lot of landlords tell us that they were nervous about doing it because they think 
the Section 8 tenants will get into the property and destroy it.” 

PHA officials also described setting aside damage mitigation funds for landlords to access in the 
case of property damage caused by tenants. Interviewees described how these funds are often not used 
but instead serve as, according to one expert, a “psychological comfort” because “just knowing it’s there 
can help offset some of the risks” perceived by landlords. Providing these discretionary funds can help 
to convince otherwise reluctant landlords to participate in the program. A director of a larger PHA in 
the Pacific Northwest (Cluster 1) described how the state’s SOI protection laws are helpful to combat 
discrimination against voucher holders, but they still see it “all the time.” One strategy that this PHA 
uses to combat such discrimination is a state-funded guarantee program that compensates landlords 
up to $5,000 in the event of damage to a unit by a voucher-holder. 

Some interviewees expressed hesitation about using cash to entice new landlords. Some research 
has noted that strategies that rely on financial payouts, such as cash incentives and discretionary funds, 
have the potential to create perverse incentives and result in unintended consequences (Volden, 2019). 
Prior studies of HCV landlords have also found that some landlords specifically aim to lease to 
voucher holders, and their business model is to minimize costs and attain the minimum housing 
quality needed to qualify for the program (Rosen, 2020). Regarding cash incentives, one interviewee 
from North Carolina (Cluster 5) described an experience with a landlord who accepted the cash 
incentive and then “found reasons to evict [the tenants] two months later.” Other interviewees felt that 
cash incentives are most helpful if used selectively. One PHA director from Virginia (Cluster 4) 
commented that “quasi-slumlords shouldn’t be rewarded,” but an incentive could be helpful for 
recruiting new landlords in higher-opportunity neighborhoods to the program. Interviewees also 
expressed concerns that cash incentives could create a higher cost “new normal” that landlords will 
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come to expect and cause misalignment and unintended competition between other programs or 
voucher types if these programs do not all offer the same benefits.  

Additional resources from the COVID-19 pandemic response, most notably EHVs, allowed 
PHAs to experiment with more-robust landlord engagement strategies (Moses and Pagaduan, 2022). 
EHVs were designed to quickly house vulnerable populations during the pandemic and included 
approximately $3,500 per voucher in additional funding for administrative costs to help facilitate 
successful placements. Many PHAs used this supplementary funding to increase landlord 
participation, including through offering incentives, hiring landlord liaisons to strengthen 
relationships, offering reimbursement funds, and making quality improvements to bring units up to 
inspection standards (Economy, Finnigan, and Espinoza, 2023). As these funds have been exhausted, 
many interviewees described being unable to continue the same level of landlord engagement. For 
example, a PHA official in a small, relatively low-income city in Texas (Cluster 6) described how using 
the pandemic-era funding for landlord incentives and security deposit assistance was “very helpful” in 
increasing voucher utilization. As of this writing, however, without those supplementary funds, that 
PHA is no longer able to provide these services. 

Even in the post-pandemic era, MTW PHAs have largely been able to continue providing 
landlord engagement strategies using their funding and operational flexibility. Figure 6.2 shows that 
all 11 MTW agencies in our qualitative sample had staff dedicated to liaising with landlords compared 
with 65 percent of the 20 non-MTW PHAs. Additionally, 7 of the 11 MTW PHAs offered cash 
incentives compared with 4 of the 20 non-MTW PHAs. PHAs that are part of a specific Landlord 
Incentives MTW demonstration, for example, are authorized to offer a variety of incentives (which 
they can pay for using their HAP budget or by flexibly blending their funding streams), including 
higher payment standards, cash bonuses, vacancy payments, and damage mitigation funds (Kumar et 
al., 2024). One large PHA in central California (Cluster 1) described how they are using their MTW 
flexibility to offer $1,000 signing bonuses to counter the area’s “tight rental market” and “make it 
worthwhile for our landlords to pick our voucher holders.” A very large, urban MTW PHA in 
California uses their flexibility to staff a robust landlord recruitment team that help bring new 
landlords into the program and then continue to serve as liaisons throughout the process.  
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Figure 6.2. Landlord Engagement Services Offered by Public Housing Agencies in the 
Qualitative Sample 

    

NOTE: N = 31. 

Public Housing Agency Policies and Practices for Supporting 
Voucher Holders 
Accessible Staff Offering Housing Navigation and Other Supports  

To better engage voucher holders, many PHAs highlighted their efforts to provide accessible staff 
whom tenants can reach in multiple ways. This includes offices open to the public, drop-in centers and 
resource rooms, mobile housing navigation assistance, and self-service kiosks stationed in public areas 
throughout the jurisdiction. Offering a variety of options makes it easier for tenants to understand, 
access, and submit necessary program paperwork, including application documents and renewal 
packets. Virtual supports, including options for texting and video chat, were also highlighted by 
interviewees as helping to make staff more accessible and overcome transportation barriers for tenants. 
A PHA director in North Carolina (Cluster 5) described how “just being reachable is pretty huge for 
tenants,” so their staff aim to return phone calls within the same day they were placed and have a 
physical office that is open for drop-ins. 

Housing navigation services were consistently cited by interviewees as critical to leasing up 
voucher holders and improving utilization rates. Housing navigators, also sometimes referred to as 
case managers, work directly with voucher holders to find and move into units that meet their needs. 
For example, a program manager from a smaller PHA in Oregon (Cluster 5) described how they staff 
a housing navigator who helps tenants “break down those barriers” to finding housing, including 
overcoming potential “criminal backgrounds, no to low incomes, and all the stigma that comes along 
with the voucher.” The navigator does this by meeting with tenants weekly, identifying potential 
housing opportunities, providing support filling out application materials, negotiating with landlords, 
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and connecting tenants to other supportive services for which they could be eligible. The PHA tries to 
avoid “just throwing a voucher” at tenants because it can be such a complicated process, and the 
housing navigator has been “a huge tool” in helping program participants make successful connections 
to housing.  

Some PHAs also offer services focused on preparing and educating voucher holders. PHA-hosted 
learning sessions might be geared toward voucher holders before they apply (e.g., providing an 
overview of the application process), as they are searching (e.g., offering guidance on finding suitable 
units), or once they have moved in (e.g., providing information on available community resources). 
Some PHAs also offer mobility programs that are specifically geared toward helping voucher holders 
move to higher-opportunity neighborhoods. These programs typically include guidance on searching 
for housing in destination neighborhoods, and once housing is secured, the programs might also 
include assistance making connections to schools, social services, and other community support groups 
(Cunningham et al., 2010). One HCV expert commented on the necessity of these programs, saying, 
“Regardless of your income bracket, it’s daunting to move away from your friends and family and 
comfortable support network. And I can only imagine that it’s more daunting if you don’t have a lot of 
financial resources. PHAs need the ability to fund mobility counseling.”  

Funding to Assist with Lease-Up Expenses  
Moving costs, including application fees, security and utility deposits, and arranging transport for 

personal belongings, create a financial burden that can limit the ability of low-income families to move. 
One HCV expert commented, “through my entire career, security deposits have been a consistent 
barrier” for households looking to use their voucher in the private market. To help alleviate this 
financial burden, many PHAs offer one-time financial assistance to cover security deposits, utility 
deposits, back rent, or application fees. For example, a PHA director from North Carolina (Cluster 5) 
explained how offering financial assistance for security and utility deposits has helped them to increase 
their lease-up rate. Similarly, an interviewee from a large city in Southern California (Cluster 1) 
described how security deposit assistance was a major component of getting families placed: “Units 
that would have been lost, because the security deposit could not be attained, were secured.” 

Robust support for voucher holders can be particularly helpful for certain populations that are 
viewed as “harder to house,” including people experiencing homelessness (Khadduri et al., 2022). 
Since 2011, the share of voucher holders entering the program from homelessness has nearly tripled 
(Figure 6.3). Although there is a relatively small share of households coming from homelessness 
(around 6 percent), this statistic does not include voucher programs that specifically target people 
experiencing homelessness, such as HUD–Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing, Housing 
Opportunities for Persons with AIDS, and Supportive Housing and Shelter Plus Care legacy 
programs. EHVs, which were designed to house people at-risk of or experiencing homelessness during 
the pandemic, demonstrated the potential of extra supportive service dollars to help place these 
populations. The extra funds allowed PHAs to roll out many of the strategies discussed previously, 
including housing navigation and one-time financial assistance (Economy, Finnigan, and Espinoza, 
2023). Figuring out ways to sustain these support services without COVID-19 pandemic–era 
resources is a challenge, particularly as the demographics of voucher holders continue to shift. A PHA 
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director in Nevada (Cluster 1) told us, “The [voucher] populations that we are running into now are 
folks who are having more difficulties with a lot of disabilities, mental health issues, addictions, or dual 
diagnoses, and so they need a lot more support that the Housing Authority traditionally has not been 
able to provide. . . . The combination of rental assistance together with case management and support 
services make a better transition for folks using their vouchers and staying housed.” 

Figure 6.3. Share of Housing Choice Voucher Program Participants Entering from 
Homelessness 

 

SOURCE: Features data from annual longitudinal files provided by HUD. 
NOTE: We exclude 23 PHAs that had high levels (more than 14 percent) of missing values for this indicator in the HUD 
records in any year. Prior to 2011, this indicator had a very high level of missing values across all PHAs. N = 2,574 
(unique PHAs). 

Without access to COVID-19 pandemic–era resources, many PHAs are no longer able to 
provide extra support services to voucher holders. For example, an official from a smaller coastal PHA 
in the mid-Atlantic region (Cluster 2) previously used EHV funding to provide tenants with financial 
assistance to lease-up but “not anymore” because of a lack of resources. A director from a large PHA 
in California (Cluster 1) described how “we don’t even have enough funds to even pay for the rental 
assistance right now at the level we’re at, so it would be hard to implement any ancillary costs.” 
However, some housing authorities, including a large PHA in Florida (Cluster 1), have been able to 
make space in their administrative fees to continue staffing full-time navigators. Others, including a 
smaller PHA in New Jersey (Cluster 3), are continuing to fund housing navigation services with their 
caseworker positions by stretching out caseloads. Another strategy that PHAs are using, including a 
smaller PHA in Texas (Cluster 6), is to offer navigation services selectively to try and make the best 
use of scarce resources. For example, these PHAs might offer housing navigation only to special 
populations (e.g., youth, survivors of domestic violence, those experiencing homelessness) or to any 
household issued a voucher with only 45 days left for search time.  
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PHAs with MTW flexibility have increased fungibility to pay for services, such as housing 
navigation and security deposit assistance. One official from a very large, urban MTW PHA on the 
East Coast described how, under their MTW plan, they have started helping tenants with security 
deposits. Another official from a very large urban PHA in California described how they use their 
MTW flexibility to provide housing search classes and a mobility counseling program with 
connections to local community resources. They also offer a security deposit loan program for tenants 
who move into higher-opportunity neighborhoods. Officials from MTW PHAs also described their 
ability to provide other types of support to tenants, including self-sufficiency programs, reducing rent 
burden through utility allowances, and limiting reasons for termination from the voucher program. 
Unfortunately, however, even MTW PHAs run up against funding constraints. For example, an 
interviewee from a large MTW PHA in California (Cluster 1) described how they were using the 
MTW block grant and fungibility to provide housing navigation and landlord signing bonuses but 
have stopped because of resource constraints. 
 

Recommendations for PHAs 

• Develop engagement strategies to better recruit and retain landlords, including outreach, dedicated 
staff, and cash incentives. PHAs can use a variety of strategies to engage landlords, including hosting 
outreach and educational events, offering monetary incentives and reimbursement funds, and providing 
landlord-focused customer service (HUD, 2022). Although these strategies vary in terms of the resources 
needed, providing responsive, helpful staff with timely and flexible processes is something that all PHAs 
can work to improve, regardless of resource levels.  

• Provide accessible staff that help connect voucher holders with units, including through housing 
navigation and cash assistance. Personalized housing navigation paired with funding to cover moving 
expenses can help voucher holders more quickly and successfully find a unit to lease. This 
recommendation is supported by previous research; for example, the Creating Moves to Opportunity 
randomized control trial has demonstrated how tenant supports—which cost approximately $2,670 per 
family and include education, financial assistance, and housing navigation services—are effective tools for 
helping voucher holders find suitable units in higher-opportunity neighborhoods (Bergman et al., 2023). 

• In the absence of available funding, PHAs can leverage partnerships with other organizations (including 
city and county governments, nonprofits, and philanthropies) to connect tenants to additional services. 
Interviewees across all types of PHAs described different partnership models to provide supportive 
services to potential program participants. A midsize PHA in California (Cluster 6) partners with local 
nonprofits that offer case management and ongoing support once voucher holders are housed. A smaller 
PHA in New York (Cluster 5) partners with the local university to have master’s-level social work students 
provide extra case management and support for voucher holders. After running a successful pilot project, a 
large PHA in Florida (Cluster 1) formalized $200,000 per year from their county’s budget for security deposit 
assistance. And, in a small city in Indiana (Cluster 2), the PHA applies for grants from the local United Way to 
provide tenants with additional assistance. 
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Recommendations for HUD and the Federal Government 

Although the focus of this report is on strategies that PHAs can implement to increase utilization, the following 
changes at the federal level could help PHAs more effectively support voucher holders and engage landlords: 
• Grant non-MTW PHAs more flexibility, including fungibility between HAP and administrative dollars. MTW 

PHAs reported using their funding flexibility to provide landlord engagement and tenant support, such as 
housing navigators, landlord incentives, utility and security deposit assistance, renters insurance, and 
damage mitigation funds. Non-MTW PHAs, however, are typically limited to using their administrative dollars 
(which must cover staff and all the other costs of administering the program) for these types of initiatives. 
Granting non-MTW PHAs greater flexibility to use different funding streams could enable them to implement a 
wider variety of strategies to increase utilization, depending on their local context. 

• Ease program entry and continuance requirements for tenants and landlords. Participating in the HCV 
Program presents a heavy administrative burden for both tenants and landlords. There are several steps HUD 
could take to make the program more accessible, including allowing greater flexibility in eligibility criteria and 
inspection processes. Allowing self-certification of eligibility, as was permitted in some cases during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, would enable tenants to bypass some (or all) of the extensive documentation that is 
typically required to participate (i.e., proof of identity, income verification, proof of residency, proof of family 
composition, and employment verification). Streamlining determinations of eligibility in this way would be 
particularly beneficial for vulnerable populations that might face challenges obtaining required documents. 
HUD might also consider testing ways to make inspection processes more flexible to overcome barriers to 
landlord participation. This might include allowing waivers for units that have already undergone other types 
of inspections (i.e., units funded with federal dollars), switching to biannual inspections, and allowing remote 
or tenant-led inspections.  

• Provide flexible, supplementary funding for PHAs to increase lease ups (similar to the EHV program). 
Supplementary funding, most notably from the EHV program (which came with $3,500 per voucher), allowed 
PHAs to provide more-robust and more-flexible support to tenants and experiment with new ways of 
engaging landlords. This included hiring housing navigators to support voucher holders in their search, 
providing financial assistance with security deposits and utilities, offering landlord incentives, and creating 
damage mitigation funds. In the post-COVID-19 pandemic era, interviewees expressed that supplementary 
funds to support tenants and engage landlords would be hugely beneficial. One interviewee from a PHA in 
North Carolina (Cluster 5) said these funds would “be a game changer for so many of our tenants who are 
struggling in this rental market, when deposits are first and last month, and then they’re trying to get utilities 
put on and all of that all at once. It would dramatically change our leasing rates.” 
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Chapter 7 

Contributing to Affordable Housing 
Supply 

This chapter presents findings and recommendations for how PHAs can use HCV resources and 
other federal programs to expand the local supply of affordable housing. PHAs can place vouchers 
directly in affordable housing properties, which promotes new development or preservation of the 
properties while also ensuring that the vouchers are utilized. Even without using vouchers directly, 
producing and preserving affordable housing can enable greater HCV utilization by providing more 
options for voucher holders, particularly in tight housing markets. Before presenting our findings and 
recommendations, we first summarize how HCV resources contribute to the affordable housing supply. 

Background on Project-Based Vouchers 
PHAs primarily contribute to affordable housing production and preservation through the PBV 

program, which is a component of the overall HCV Program. The project-based voucher (PBV) 
program allows PHAs to attach vouchers to specific housing units or projects rather than issue them 
directly to households (i.e., tenant-based vouchers, the primary focus of the rest of this report). PBVs 
are funded from the same budget authority as tenant-based vouchers, and PBVs count toward PHAs’ 
utilization rates. The rental subsidy provided to residents of PBV units is the same as that provided to 
households that are issued a voucher directly, but a PBV subsidizes that unit for any household 
approved by the PHA to live there. By contributing to the long-term stability of operating costs for 
recipient housing developments, PBVs make new affordable housing development more financially 
feasible and support the ongoing maintenance and operation of existing properties (Teles and Oneto, 
2024). PBVs are often used in concert with other federal programs to produce and preserve affordable 
housing, such as the LIHTC program. LIHTC provides federal tax credits that developers can sell to 
offset the rental revenues needed to pay for new construction or the rehabilitation of an existing 
property, thus making some or all units affordable to lower-income households (e.g., households 
making less than 60 percent of the median income in a particular area). PHAs can provide PBVs to a 
LIHTC development to subsidize the rents more deeply, and developers can leverage the long-term 
revenue from PBVs to finance their development costs (Galvez et al., 2020). As of 2018, about 17 
percent of LIHTC units nationally were also subsidized by either PBVs or Project-Based Rental 
Assistance (PBRA) contracts (Colburn, Acolin, and Walter, 2025).18 

 
18 PBRA, also called Project-Based Section 8, functions similarly to PBVs in practice—a PHA enters into a long-term contract 
with a property owner to subsidize tenants’ rental payments—but the program is funded and administered through HUD’s 
Office of Multifamily Housing Programs rather than through the HCV Program. 
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There are limits to how many vouchers a PHA can project-base, called the program cap. Following 
the 2016 HOTMA, non-MTW PHAs can project-base up to 20 percent of authorized vouchers, and 
an additional 10 percent can be project-based in properties that serve veterans or people experiencing 
homelessness, in supportive housing projects, or in areas in which tenant-based vouchers have proven 
challenging to use. Certain MTW PHAs can increase their program cap to half of their authorized 
vouchers or annual budget authority.19 

Some PBVs do not count toward the program cap, including those used for previously HUD-
subsidized properties (e.g., public housing, PBRA contracts) (Office of Public and Indian Housing, 
2017). PHAs commonly use PBVs to preserve public housing stock through the RAD program. RAD 
allows PHAs to address immediate needs for significant physical improvements and long-term upkeep 
for their public housing properties by transferring them to contracts for PBVs or PBRA. RAD 
properties can then finance the costs of physical improvements and maintenance by leveraging the long-
term revenue from these subsidies, among other capital sources.20 RAD PBVs add to PHAs’ HCV 
resources—meaning that RAD conversions do not use PHAs’ existing vouchers or budget. However, 
RAD PBVs also count toward voucher and budget utilization rates once added to PHAs’ portfolios. 

Findings 
Numbers and Shares of PBVs  

Most of the PHA leaders and HCV Program experts whom we interviewed emphasized the value 
of PBVs for producing and preserving affordable housing. As an interviewee at a large PHA in a 
mostly rural area in California (Cluster 1) put it, “The project-based voucher program is probably the 
most effective tool in developing units.” We found that the upward trend in PBVs documented in 
previous research has continued: The number of PBVs increased from 155,864 in January 2017 to 
357,369 in November 2024, the latest data available at the time of analysis (Figure 7.1). Over 90 
percent of PBVs were leased in November 2024 (323,784 leased PBVs), and about one-third of 
leased PBVs were in RAD properties (107,433 leased RAD PBVs). 

 
19 The 50-percent program cap applies to expansion MTW PHAs (those gaining this designation since the early 2010s), and 
some of the initial 39 MTW PHAs have waivers allowing them to exceed even this limit. Among non-MTW PHAs, PBVs are 
also subject to a project cap, which limits the number of PBVs in a given property (except for supportive housing projects and 
properties in low-poverty areas) to 25 units or 25 percent of units, whichever is higher. MTW PHAs can increase their project 
cap to 100 percent of units in a property. 
20 As of 2020, 43 percent of RAD properties also used LIHTC as part of their redevelopment financing (Schwartz and McClure, 
2021). 



 56  

Figure 7.1. Trend in the Number of Project-Based Vouchers Nationally, by Lease and Rental 
Assistance and Demonstration Status, January 2017–November 2024 

 

SOURCE: Features data from HUD, undated-a. 
NOTE: The data include between 2,127 and 2,223 PHAs in each month that reported their number of PBVs (including 
PHAs reporting zero PBVs). The RAD and non-RAD categories refer to leased PBVs. Unleased PBVs include both RAD 
and non-RAD PBVs because the HCV dashboard does not specify the type of unleased PBV. 

Larger PHAs have PBVs more often than small PHAs: 90 percent of non-MTW PHAs with at 
least 5,000 authorized vouchers compared with 17 percent of PHAs with fewer than 500 authorized 
vouchers (see Figure 7.2, which excludes RAD PBVs). Most PHAs project-base less than 20 percent 
of their authorized vouchers. However, 10 percent of non-MTW PHAs with at least 5,000 
authorized vouchers, 20 percent of MTW PHAs with at least 1,000 authorized vouchers, and 17 
percent of MTW PHAs with fewer than 1,000 authorized vouchers project-base 20 percent or more 
of their vouchers.21  

 
21 Figure 7.2 cannot show how many PHAs have reached their PBV program cap. The data do not distinguish PBVs that are 
limited to 30 percent of authorized vouchers instead of 20 percent (e.g., PBVs in projects for people experiencing homelessness) 
or PBVs that are exempt from the cap altogether (e.g., PBVs in projects that were previously subsidized through PBRA 
contracts). 
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Figure 7.2. Percentage of Public Housing Agencies with Given Shares of Project-Based 
Vouchers, by Total Number of Authorized Vouchers and Moving to Work Status 

 

SOURCE: Features data from HUD, undated-a. 
NOTE: Data are from July 2024 and include 1,983 non-MTW PHAs and 129 MTW PHAs. We present fewer PHA size 
categories for MTW PHAs because there is a small number of PHAs in some categories. To exclude RAD vouchers 
when calculating the share of vouchers that are project-based, we removed leased RAD vouchers from both the 
numerator (leased non-RAD PBVs plus unleased PBVs) and the denominator (total authorized vouchers minus leased 
RAD vouchers). The data do not distinguish whether unleased PBVs are RAD or non-RAD. 

Benefits and Challenges of Project-Based Vouchers for Budget and 
Voucher Utilization in Tight Housing Markets 

Interviewees highlighted that PBVs help maintain high budget and voucher utilization because they 
circumvent many of the challenges faced by tenant-based voucher holders. As described previously, 
PHAs often struggle to predict how many tenant-based voucher recipients will successfully lease a unit, 
how long it will take them to find that unit, and how much that unit will cost. In contrast, PHAs know 
exactly how many PBVs they have and their costs, and the PHA coordinates with the property owners 
and managers to move households from a waitlist into PBV units when they become vacant. One staff 
member at a smaller PHA in Ohio (Cluster 2) said that “it’s much easier for us to keep voucher 
utilization higher because of those project-based vouchers.” However, some interviewees noted that 
PBVs can still bring logistical challenges. One interviewee at a PHA (Cluster 1) with several PBVs in 
permanent supportive housing projects explained that their PBV utilization sometimes lagged because 
they “have to wait on our partner entity for referrals, and they have to go through multiple screenings . . . 
Then they go to the property manager and go through another screening.” 

PBVs can be particularly advantageous in tight housing markets in which tenant-based voucher 
recipients struggle most to find housing (Ellen, O’Regan, and Strochak, 2024). Consistent with this 
motivation, we find that PHAs tend to project-base a higher share of their authorized vouchers in 
areas with higher rents (Figure 7.3). For PHAs in the most-expensive housing markets (with average 
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rents of $2,000 or more), non-RAD PBVs are 13 percent of authorized vouchers for non-MTW 
PHAs and 23 percent for MTW PHAs.  

Figure 7.3. Percentage of Authorized Vouchers That Are Project-Based, by the Local Average 
Rents and Moving to Work Status 

 

SOURCES: Data on PBV percentages are from HUD, undated-a; average rent data are from U.S. Census Bureau, 2024. 
NOTE: HCV dashboard data are from July 2024. To calculate the local average rent for each PHA, we first linked PHAs 
to census tracts within their service areas (as identified by HUD). Next, we averaged the median rents for each census 
tract from the 2022 ACS. The figure includes data from 1,872 non-MTW PHAs and 125 MTW PHAs and data on both 
PBVs and local average rents. To exclude RAD vouchers when calculating the share of vouchers that are project-
based, we removed leased RAD vouchers from both the numerator (leased non-RAD PBVs plus unleased PBVs) and 
the denominator (total authorized vouchers minus leased RAD vouchers). The data do not distinguish whether 
unleased PBVs are RAD or non-RAD.  

There is a notable potential tension between the benefits of PBVs for supporting both a greater 
affordable housing supply and higher utilization and the implications of a greater focus on project-basing 
for reducing tenant choice (Sard, 2024a). For example, larger families with children might prefer to live 
in single-family homes in suburban areas. However, PBVs are commonly used for multifamily housing, 
units of which tend to be smaller than single-family homes and are less common in suburban areas. 
RAD PBVs, in particular, tend to be used to support housing units in high-poverty urban 
neighborhoods because they are often placed in former public housing (Teles and Oneto, 2024). 

The PBV program attempts to resolve this by allowing residents in PBV units to request a tenant-
based voucher after one year. Although often successful, some interviewees noted that this can present 
challenges for both PHAs and tenants. An interviewee at a large PHA in California (Cluster 1) 
explained that many of their RAD property residents request tenant-based vouchers, “and that 
sometimes causes you to pay for two units: the tenant-based voucher and then the existing RAD PBV 
unit. So that’s been a bit of a cost challenge.” However, an interviewee at a large PHA in Florida 
(Cluster 1) noted that PBV tenants often cannot actualize choice when requesting a tenant-based 
voucher: “They are probably on a waitlist for maybe 16 to 18 months before they got a voucher. But 
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once they got a voucher, we saw that maybe 45 to 50 percent ever left the property. So even though 
they wanted a voucher, they didn’t really get to use the voucher.” 

PHA Coordination for Project-Basing Vouchers 
Interviewees pointed to PBVs being most impactful when they are part of a coordinated effort that 

leverages other housing resources. One HCV Program expert highlighted a large PHA in California 
that is “using project-based vouchers to expand housing stock” and explained that the PHA is 
particularly effective because it brings “experts to the table, and they have community buy-in. It’s not just 
the housing authority alone. They work really closely with the city and the county, the state, and service 
agencies.” By doing so, the PHA’s PBVs help produce affordable housing in places and for populations 
that correspond to local policy priorities, capital funding, and the availability of supportive services. 

PHAs can also coordinate efforts with one another. An interviewee at a large PHA in Nevada 
(Cluster 1) described collaborating with another PHA in a rural part of the state. The rural PHA had 
the capital to develop an affordable project in the interviewee’s service area. The large PHA issued 
PBVs for the project because the rural PHA could not issue vouchers outside its service area. “It’s 
affordable, it’s a beautiful location. . . . It’s a very nice collaboration of the housing authorities.” 

Several interviewees described their PHAs working to address homelessness through permanent 
supportive housing, which pairs deeply subsidized units with wraparound supportive services, “and the 
project-based vouchers are an invaluable resource towards that” (said an official from a coastal 
California PHA in Cluster 6). Research has shown that permanent supportive housing can be highly 
effective for resolving chronic homelessness, but these types of developments often require complex 
financing and have higher operating costs than typical affordable housing (Byrne et al., 2014; Raven, 
Niedzwiecki, and Kushel, 2020; Reid, 2023). An official from a large PHA in California (Cluster 1) 
described having a strong partnership with their county government, which implemented a local tax 
measure to raise capital: “We allocate vouchers to measure-funded developments for permanent 
supportive housing. So, they’ve done several thousand units, and about 50 percent of those units have 
a voucher associated with them.” Similarly, many PHAs across California are project-basing vouchers 
in permanent supportive housing created through the state’s Homekey program. The Homekey 
program provided over $2 billion of capital for local public entities and their partners to acquire and 
convert motels and other properties into permanent supportive housing, and PBVs are the most stable 
subsidy source for these projects’ ongoing operations (Reid, Finnigan, and Manji, 2022; Enterprise 
Community Partners, 2024).  

Additional Development Efforts by PHAs 
Several PHAs are using the Restore Rebuild program (called, until recently, Faircloth-to-RAD) 

to develop new affordable housing with PBVs that do not count toward their program cap. Since 
2021, the Restore Rebuild program has allowed PHAs to add new public housing units through 
acquisition or new development up to the statutory limit on PHAs’ numbers of public housing units, 
called the Faircloth limit, and then has converted these new public housing units to PBV or PBRA 
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contracts through RAD.22 Restore Rebuild can also be layered into developments with other subsidies, 
such as non-RAD PBVs or LIHTC (Metcalf, Garcia, and Hacnik, 2023). An interviewee from a large 
MTW PHA in a mostly rural area of California (Cluster 1) said, “We don’t have many vouchers left 
that we can project-base. . . . Faircloth-to-RAD has been a great tool. We’re implementing it in two 
developments now.” The same interviewee explained that one of the PHA’s MTW activities allows 
them to combine “Faircloth-to-RAD on top of a LIHTC application,” and that placing “the RAD 
subsidy on top of the tax credit rent has been a very effective tool in financing the developments. We 
are really leaning on that for almost all of our new development projects right now.” Significant 
capacity remains for further development through Restore Rebuild: At the end of 2023, about 1,100 
PHAs were below their Faircloth limit, representing availability for over 258,000 additional units 
(HUD, 2024a). 

Many PHAs—particularly high-capacity MTW PHAs—develop affordable housing through 
means other than project-basing vouchers. For instance, one interviewee at a midsize PHA in 
Maryland (Cluster 1) noted, “We are not just a housing authority. We do bond issuance and loans, 
and we have mortgage financing. We’re actually the biggest developer in our county.” Another 
interviewee at a large MTW PHA in California (Cluster 1) explained, “Our housing authority has a 
very large ‘non-HUD’ portfolio. We have a lot of multifamily properties that we own and operate that 
were not public housing or anything prior.” Several PHAs that we interviewed maintain departments 
that develop or preserve affordable housing using federal (e.g., LIHTC, the HOME Investments 
Partnerships Program), state (e.g., California’s multifamily housing programs), and local funds (e.g., 
special tax revenue or bond measures). 

Housing authorities have also experimented with novel programs aimed at acquiring market-rate 
buildings for use as mixed-income housing. These programs use less public funding from the PHA by 
bringing in a mix of other public grants, tax-exempt bonds, and philanthropic support (Murphy, 2024; 
Khouri, 2025). Some analyses of California’s Homekey program, described previously, have found 
significant time and cost savings relative to new construction using LIHTC for hotel and motel 
conversions (Reid, Finnigan, and Manji, 2022) and acquisitions of market-rate rental properties 
(Phillips, 2024). 

Interviewees pointed out that new affordable housing development outside PBVs can boost HCV 
Program utilization rates by providing voucher holders with a larger selection of units that have rents 
within voucher payment standards and that meet housing quality standards. LIHTC properties 
cannot refuse to rent to a household based on the use of a housing voucher, which could make 
LIHTC properties particularly important options for voucher holders in places without protections 
against SOI discrimination. LIHTC properties in neighborhoods with low poverty rates and other 
advantages could also provide opportunities for voucher holders to live in higher-resourced 
neighborhoods than they might otherwise (Emmanuel and Aurand, 2024). Some PHAs have created 
deliberate pathways for voucher holders to move into LIHTC properties and other affordable housing 
developments (Terner Center for Housing Innovation, 2023). 

 
22 The Faircloth Amendment, passed in 1998, sets the maximum number of public housing units that a PHA can operate equal 
to the number it operated on October 1, 1999. The number of public housing units operated by many PHAs has fallen below the 
Faircloth limit as public housing has been demolished over time. As of December 2023, PHAs across the country were 
(collectively) about 259,000 public housing units below the Faircloth limit. 
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PHAs should also weigh potential inefficiency from tenant-based voucher holders living in already-
subsidized units—one household living in a unit with two subsidies rather than two households living in 
units with one subsidy each—against potential gains for the HCV Program because of lower PUCs. For 
example, $1,872 is the maximum rent for a two-bedroom LIHTC unit for a household income below 60 
percent of the area median in Los Angeles County, which is considerably lower than the $2,544 two-
bedroom FMR. One recent, high-quality estimate of the incidence of this “subsidy overlap” found that 
close to one-quarter of LIHTC units in the United States have a resident receiving HUD rental 
assistance (Colburn, Acolin, and Walter, 2025). However, a larger number of voucher holders living in 
affordable housing generally results in lower PUCs for the PHA, which translates to a larger number of 
vouchers than the PHA can support within its existing budget authority. In very tight housing markets 
where voucher holders may face substantial barriers to leasing on the private market, this sort of overlap 
may, in the absence of notable efforts to loosen the housing market broadly, be a second-best solution to 
achieving higher budget utilization. 

 

Recommendations to PHAs 

• PHAs in tight housing markets or places with high or rising homelessness rates should project-base 
vouchers up to their PBV program cap. We find significant untapped capacity for PHAs to produce or 
preserve deeply affordable housing, including permanent supportive housing, using PBVs. Additionally, 
project-basing vouchers at a higher rate would allow PHAs in tight markets to maintain higher budget and 
voucher utilization. PHAs weigh these benefits of PBVs against potential trade-offs for their communities, 
such as more-limited choices for households that could receive tenant-based vouchers instead of PBVs. 
PHAs that decide to increase their share of PBVs should work closely with relevant partners, such as state 
and local governments, Continuums of Care, and affordable housing developers to assess how PBVs can 
be most impactful.  

• PHAs with sufficient capacity should pursue new development through the Restore Rebuild program. 
About half of the remaining availability for new units within the Faircloth limits is concentrated in 25 large 
PHAs. Several of these PHAs are in housing markets with low vacancy rates and high rents. New 
affordable housing supply through the Restore Rebuild program in these places would yield significant 
benefits. To the extent that these new units are supported through new PBVs, PHAs’ voucher and budget 
utilization would also increase.  

• PHAs with real estate teams and expertise should support development and preservation efforts 
outside the HCV Program and, where needed, coordinate pathways for voucher holders to access 
these units. In addition to the development activities already undertaken by many PHAs, high-capacity 
PHAs also have significant development expertise to offer to local partners. Subsidy programs (such as 
LIHTC) are complex and often highly competitive. PHAs with real estate teams should coordinate efforts to 
use these programs with local governments, affordable housing developers, and other partners to further 
their strategic development goals. These efforts can lead to higher budget and voucher utilization, to the 
extent that voucher holders move into newly developed affordable properties. 
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Recommendations to HUD and Other Stakeholders 

• Expand the flexibility to raise the program cap on PBVs to non-MTW PHAs, subject to review of local 
strategic needs. The benefits could outweigh any trade-offs for a higher PBV program cap for PHAs that 
are able to demonstrate a strong strategic need. For example, a PHA could apply to raise their PBV 
program cap if their local vacancy rates are below a given threshold or if there is a demonstrable need 
for more permanent supportive housing. The process can also adapt to local contexts and resource 
scarcity. One interviewee at a small, rural PHA in California (Cluster 6) explained that raising the program 
cap would be “a big, big help to put more units on the ground, especially in rural PHAs, because our 
cities and counties don’t have a whole lot of money to leverage to build tax credit projects.” 

• Support PHAs’ use of the Restore Rebuild program by offering technical assistance and adjusting or 
eliminating the Faircloth limit. PHAs with significant Faircloth authority might need additional expertise 
and other capacity to plan and complete Restore Rebuild projects successfully. HUD will need to sustain, 
if not expand, its resources and technical assistance for PHAs in these situations. Conversely, some 
PHAs have successfully used their remaining Faircloth authority but otherwise have the capacity to 
continue developing projects. PHAs in these situations could continue Restore Rebuild development if 
their Faircloth limits were raised or eliminated. HUD could also consider reallocating remaining Faircloth 
authority to these PHAs from those without the capacity to use it. 

• Align intake processes and requirements among PBVs, other subsidies, and tenant eligibility and 
prioritization systems. Project-based subsidies could be more efficient and effective if their eligibility criteria 
and processes were aligned with other major programs, such as LIHTC and Coordinated Entry Systems 
through the Continuum of Care program. One interviewee from a PHA in Maryland (Cluster 1) asked, “How do 
we align all of our rules around these different programs to speed things up, so you only have to do one 
eligibility instead of five?” PHAs should pursue the options for streamlining steps (such as income 
certifications) as allowed by HOTMA. PHAs should also pursue further flexibility from government subsidy 
programs and engage efforts by local partners (e.g., property owners, Continuums of Care) to simplify and 
reduce the number of steps required for households to be assessed and approved for PBV units. 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusion: Headwinds and 
Opportunities 

For tenants who successfully lease a unit and receive rental assistance from the HCV Program, the 
voucher program serves as an effective and powerful tool for achieving housing stability. Recognizing 
this potential, it is important to consider ways to further the program’s reach and effectiveness. In this 
report, we offer recommendations for PHAs to improve the HCV Program’s performance. However, 
significant structural challenges that are largely outside any local PHA’s control still need to be 
addressed. Unfortunately, the funding and staffing challenges detailed in this chapter risk becoming 
even more severe depending on the future budgeting trajectory of the program.  

Structural Challenges Facing the Housing Choice Voucher 
Program  
Insufficient Administrative Funding for Public Housing Agencies to Cover 
the Costs of Best Practices  

Many of the strategies that PHAs can use to increase their utilization require funding from their 
administrative fees. Administrative fees, appropriated annually by Congress, are intended to cover the 
HCV Program’s operating costs, including staff salaries, overhead (e.g., rent, utilities, office supplies), 
inspections, and staff training and development. Since 2008, Congress has not fully funded 
administrative fees in line with the program cost, frequently falling short by at least ten percent (Sard, 
2024b). Expecting PHAs to cover the cost of utilization best practices when they already face 
challenges covering basic operating costs is, according to one expert, “trying to squeeze a lot out of the 
admin[istrative] fee.” Expert interviewees reflected that PHAs need higher administrative fees to do 
their job well; one of these experts told us, “I don’t recall hearing about utilization problems 10 to 15 
years ago when administrative fees were fully funded.” 

Challenges Recruiting and Retaining Staff 
State and local government agencies are experiencing severe workforce shortages across the 

country (Young, 2023). PHAs are no exception; many interviewees reflected on the challenges of 
remaining fully and consistently staffed. A PHA director from Minnesota (Cluster 5) reflected, “Over 
10 years, I can’t think of a time that we have been 100 percent staffed consistently. And this drives up 
our caseloads.” Funding constraints limit PHAs’ ability to offer competitive salaries, and high 
caseloads paired with heavy administrative burdens can lead to a cycle of burnout and turnover. These 
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conditions can increase job stress and further compound the administrative burden felt by remaining 
staff (Knight, Becan, and Flynn, 2013), making it difficult to run the HCV Program to its full 
potential. Interviewees reflected that not being fully staffed can prevent them from doing such things 
as maintaining an open waitlist, conducting landlord outreach events, providing housing navigation 
services, and staying on top of data analysis to track utilization.  

Staffing constraints also pose a significant challenge at the federal level. In 2024, the Office of 
Inspector General found that “recruiting and retaining a diverse and highly skilled staff” was one of the 
top management challenges facing HUD (Office of Inspector General, 2023, p. 51). With shifts in 
federal budget priorities, including potential cuts to HUD staff, these challenges might be exacerbated.  

Opportunities for State and Local Governments  
Despite facing the structural challenges previously outlined, PHAs across the country are 

experimenting with innovative strategies to better serve households through the HCV Program. Some 
have rolled out sophisticated methods of data analysis, closely monitoring waitlists, PUCs, attrition, 
and lease ups to maximize their utilization rates. Many are pushing the bounds of flexible regulatory 
policies to improve their success rates by extending search times for households and increasing 
payment standards to allow more housing options. PHA interviewees also highlighted their focus on 
people-centered strategies, such as providing accessible, helpful staff to troubleshoot issues with 
landlords and help tenants find and lease suitable units. Others are working to mitigate housing 
shortages by contributing to affordable development efforts that will expand supply. These efforts 
have been helping to move the needle, but addressing the ongoing housing affordability crisis will 
continue to require an all-hands-on-deck approach.  

Across the country, PHAs are working within their budget and regulatory constraints for the 
HCV Program to serve as many low-income households as possible. Many PHAs are already 
employing best practices to maximize their utilization rates: using sophisticated data analysis, 
extending search times, setting bespoke payment standards, offering more-holistic tenant support, 
fostering collaborative relationships with landlords, and contributing to affordable housing 
development. Despite these efforts, structural barriers (specifically, resource shortages) persist, 
underscoring the need for a collective, all-hands-on-deck approach to reaching all households in need. 
Given this, and potential federal funding cuts (Ludden, 2025), future research might further explore 
how nonfederal entities can contribute to addressing the affordable housing crisis and supporting 
critical rental assistance programs.  
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Recommendations for State and Local Governments 

To support the work of PHAs, state and local governments can employ strategies to both make the HCV 
Program more effective and bolster other programs that aim to support and stably house low-income renters. 
These strategies might include the following: 
• Continuing to develop housing stock for voucher holders to access. One important source of potential 

housing for voucher holders is income-restricted affordable housing subsidized through the federal 
LIHTC program because such developments are expressly prohibited, as a condition of funding, from 
discriminating against voucher holders (HUD, undated-c). As discussed in Chapter 7, there are questions 
about whether this type of doubling up of subsidy programs is an effective use of public funds. LIHTC 
developments that rent to voucher holders might, in certain cases, request higher rents from HCV 
tenants than the limits otherwise imposed by LIHTC. There are also questions about the extent to which 
LIHTC housing positively affects success rates (Bowling, 2018; Emmanuel and Aurand, 2024). Even 
without any connection between LIHTC development and HCV utilization rates, however, greater 
affordable housing supply will contribute to the overarching goal of the HCV Program: ensuring housing 
affordability and quality for low-income households. 

• Providing services, such as housing navigation and case management, to voucher holders. Local 
government agencies, nonprofits, Continuums of Care, and other organizations can offer supplementary 
services (such as housing navigation, mobility counseling, financial assistance, and health care) to help 
voucher holders secure and retain their units. These partnerships are already happening in many places 
(see Chapter 6) to supplement the services that PHAs are able to provide. For example, an interviewee 
from a midsize PHA in Utah (Cluster 5) described “work[ing] with a lot of different places” to find 
additional support for their voucher holders during the lease-up process and after move in, including the 
local Continuum of Care, a health provider serving tribal areas, the local Young Women's Christian 
Association, homelessness nonprofits, and substance use recovery agencies. Research has 
demonstrated that providing additional supports to tenants is effective in connecting voucher holders to 
suitable units in higher-opportunity neighborhoods (Bergman et al., 2024), particularly for vulnerable, 
populations that are viewed as “harder to house” (Khadduri et al., 2022). 

• Scaling other models of subsidized affordable housing. Expanding affordable housing development 
programs can increase the supply of much-needed units that remain accessible and affordable, even as 
market rents continue to increase. For example, in the Community Land Trust model, a nonprofit 
organization owns land and develops new housing, and then households can purchase or rent the 
housing on it (Grounded Solutions Network, undated). This model can allow communities to maintain 
long-term affordability over generations.a Some localities are also experimenting with models of social 
housing, in which affordable housing is owned and managed by government entities or nonprofits and 
often includes integrated services for tenants. Seattle Social Housing, for example, is a recently created 
public development authority that is working to develop and maintain permanently affordable mixed-
income housing (Seattle Social Housing, undated). Such efforts as these can help to overcome supply-
side barriers and increase the availability of long-term subsidized housing for renters. 

• Providing low-income renters with direct cash transfers. Direct cash transfer programs are growing in 
number across the United States and have demonstrated positive outcomes for low-income households 
in employment, housing, health, and education (Stanford Basic Income Lab and the Center for 
Guaranteed Income Research, undated). Several entities, including HUD, have expressed interest in 
exploring direct cash transfers as an alternative model of providing housing assistance to low-income 
renters (Gallagher et al., 2024; Ludden, 2024; HUD, 2024b). The city of Philadelphia, for example, has 
been running a program for over two-and-a-half years that offers cash to 300 randomly selected 
households on their HCV waiting list each month to help cover a portion of their housing costs. Cash 
payments vary among households and are meant to cover the difference between the household’s 
housing costs and 30 percent of their income (Reina et al., 2024). Such ongoing experimental pilots as 
these are assessing whether direct transfers allow renters a greater array of options to find housing that 
works for them (e.g., doubling up with family, not having a long-term lease, occupying student housing or 
assisted living facilities). Giving cash directly to renters also helps to circumvent much of the bureaucratic 
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processes associated with the voucher program, including burdensome paperwork and strict program 
requirements (Gallagher et al., 2024). 

• Developing local voucher programs to reach more households in need of rental assistance. State and 
local voucher programs can help to fill gaps in the HCV Program by providing rental assistance to 
additional households in need. Colorado has a state-funded voucher program that provides rental 
assistance to people with previous experiences of homelessness and their households. It is modeled off 
the HCV Program, and participants pay 30 percent of their income toward rent and the state program 
covers the rest (National Low Income Housing Coalition, 2023). San Mateo County, California, also has a 
local voucher program (created with funds from a local tax measure), which is used as an ongoing 
operating subsidy for five development projects that converted hotels into permanent supportive 
housing (All Home, undated). Such local voucher programs as these can simultaneously increase the 
availability of rental assistance and provide tailored, flexible support to meet specific community needs. 

 
a See for example, California’s Inland Equity Community Land Trust or South Carolina’s Palmetto Community 
Land Trust (Inland Equity Community Land Trust, undated; Palmetto Community Land Trust, undated). 
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Abbreviations 

ACS American Community Survey 
COVID-19 coronavirus disease 2019 
EHV Emergency Housing Voucher 
FMR Fair Market Rent 
HAP housing assistance payments 
HCV Housing Choice Voucher 
HOTMA Housing Opportunity Through Modernization Act 
HUD U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
LIHTC Low-Income Housing Tax Credit 
MTW Moving to Work 
PBRA Project-Based Rental Assistance 
PBV project-based voucher 
PHA public housing agency 
PUC per-unit cost 
RAD Rental Assistance Demonstration 
SAFMR Small Area Fair Market Rents 
SOI source of income 
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