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 Key Findings

•	 Nationwide, nearly half (49 percent) of all renters 
were “cost burdened” in 2010, spending more 
than 30 percent of their income on housing 
costs,6 with the highest rates occurring in the 
West and in central cities.

•	 In all regions and across all place types, the 
percentage of renters who were cost burdened 
increased between 2007 and 2010.

•	 The largest increase in cost-burdened renters 
occurred in rural places, up 4.3 percentage 
points by 2010, compared with increases of 3.4 
and 2.9 percentage points in suburban places 
and central cities, respectively.

•	 Renters under the age of 25 were most often 
cost burdened both pre- and post-recession, 
with nearly 60 percent of young renters 
spending more than 30 percent of their income 
on rent in 2010.

•	 In all regions, the largest increase in the 
proportion of renters who were cost burdened 
occurred among those with a household income 
between $20,000 and $50,000. 

Renters More Often Burdened by Housing Costs  
After Recession  
Nearly Half of All Renters Spent Over 30 Percent of Income  
on Housing by 2010                                                            J E S S I C A  A .  B E A N

Since the onset of the Great Recession in December 
2007,1 much of the economic discussion has centered 
on the role of the housing collapse in the financial 

crisis.2 Specifically, most of this attention has been focused on 
the impact of the housing bubble on homeowners in terms of 
both housing values and mortgage foreclosures. Less atten-
tion, however, has been paid to the effects of the recession on 
renters’ housing situations. With declines in the construction 
of rental housing and a flood of former homeowners turning 
to rental options, the tightening market undoubtedly has had 
effects on renters.3 

This brief uses data from the 2007 and 2010 American 
Community Survey to document changes in the proportion 
of household income spent on rental costs (rent plus utilities) 
during the Great Recession, by region (Northeast, Midwest, 
South, and West) and place type (rural, suburban, or central 
city location). Particular attention is paid to how patterns of 
cost burden vary among renters of different ages and income 
levels and to the policy implications of these findings.

A standard measure of affordability suggests that renters 
should spend no more than 30 percent of income on rent and 
utility costs; any household paying more than this is considered 
“cost burdened.”4 This cutoff is intended to allow for sufficient 
remaining income for clothing, transportation, food, medical, 
and childcare expenses, as well as asset-building. Given this 
affordability framework, there are two major ways in which 
renters may have been affected by the recession: first, through 
the economy’s effects on employment and income, and second, 
through its effects on rental prices. Because cost burden is 
calculated as a proportion of rent to income, it is important to 
consider shifts in both factors. Between 2007 and 2010, real 
median gross rental prices increased by about 3 percent, from 
$830 to $855 per month (all amounts in 2010 dollars).5 During 
that same period, real median household income among rent-
ers declined by 6.0 percent nationwide, from $32,512 in 2007 
(in 2010 dollars) to $30,671 by 2010. 

National Trends
In 2007, 45.6 percent of renters were cost burdened. In just 
three years (2007–2010), this share increased by 3.3 percent-
age points, to 48.9 percent of households nationwide (19.4 
million households in 2010). This trend was evident in every 
region of the country and across rural, suburban, and central 
city place types (see Table 1). 
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Regional and Place Type Variations
As shown in Table 1, the West was the only region in 
which rates of cost burden topped 50 percent (51.6 per-
cent) in 2010. These high rates are likely a result of the 
combination of factors described above; median gross 
rent prices in the West increased by 1.7 percent during 
the recession, while income among renters in this region 
declined by 7 percent. In 2007, median income among 
Western renters was $38,166 (in 2010 dollars); by 2010, it 
had fallen to $35,510. This drop in median income coin-
cides with the high jobless rates observed there during the 
recession: the West was the only region with unemploy-
ment rates that were higher than the national numbers in 
2008, 2009, and 2010.7 

In both 2007 and 2010, rural renters were the least likely to 
be cost burdened (42.2 percent in 2010), while renters in cen-
tral cities were the most likely to be cost burdened, with more 
than half of renters (51.5 percent) spending more than 30 
percent of their income on rent by 2010. Suburban renters fell 
in the middle of the cost burden spectrum, with 48.2 percent 
cost burdened in 2010. Despite the lowest rates of cost burden, 
rural areas saw the largest increase (4.3 percentage points 
between 2007 and 2010) in the proportion of those who were 
cost burdened during the recession. This compares with a 2.9 
percentage point increase in central cities, and 3.4 percentage 
points in suburban places (see Table 1).

Demographic Differences
Nearly all demographic groups were affected by the reces-
sion, but the effects on renters were not equally distributed. 
Nationwide, renters under the age of 25 were most often 
cost burdened (59.7 percent in 2010). This group also ex-
perienced the largest increase in cost burden during the re-
cession, with an increase of 4.7 percentage points between 
2007 and 2010. The next most likely to be cost burdened 
were renters over the age of 65 (54.6 percent), although 
they experienced far smaller increases during the recession 
(up just 1.2 percentage points nationwide) (see Figure 1).

In addition to differences in rates of cost burden by age, 
there were also major differences by household income. For 
example, more than three-quarters of households earning 
less than $20,000 a year were cost burdened in both 2007 
and 2010 (see Figure 2), and the increase across the three 
years was fairly small (0.9 percentage points). This rela-
tively stable rate can perhaps be accounted for by the fact 
that so many of these households were cost burdened at 
the outset (9.2 million households in 2007) and many may 
have been receiving federal, state, or local housing assis-
tance. It is also possible that a larger share of these house-
holds were elderly or disabled and, thus, low-income. If so, 
these households could have been receiving Social Security 
or Supplemental Security Income benefits, which are fixed 
and adjusted annually for inflation.8 This income is limited, 
but it is not subject to year-to-year fluctuations. Overall, 
public policy designed to protect these renters likely acted 
as a safety net for members of the poorest households. 

Although all income groups experienced significant increases 
in the rate of cost burden during the recession, increases were 
the most evident for households that reported incomes of be-
tween $20,000 and $35,000 and between $35,000 and $50,000: 
a total of 7.9 million households in 2010. Within each of these 

Table 1. Percent of renter-occupied housing units spending 30 percent or more of monthly income  
on rent, 2007-2010

Source: American Community Survey, 2007 & 2010     Note: Bold and shaded font indicate statistical significance (p<0.05).

Figure 1. Percent Cost Burdened, By Householders’ 
Age, 2007 & 2010

Source: American Community Survey, 2007 & 2010
Note: All increases between 2007 and 2010, and between age categories, are significant 

(p<0.05). 
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income groups, the proportion of households that were cost 
burdened rose more than 6 percentage points (see Figure 2). 
Higher-earning households (that is, those reporting an income 
of over $50,000 annually) saw an increase in this proportion of 
just 2.1 percentage points. 

The rising cost burden affected renters disproportionately 
during the recession. For example, among homeowners who 
had a mortgage, 37.8 percent spent more than 30 percent 
of their income on housing costs, a rate that is statistically 
identical to the pre-recession figure. Among homeowners 
with no mortgage, only 15.4 percent were cost burdened by 
housing expenses, also similar to the pre-recession rate. It is 
important to note that the population of homeowners de-
clined by more than half a million during the recession and 
that many of these families may now be renters.

Also important is that this increasing cost burden does 
not appear to be due to the rising number of people who 
live alone. Although recent popular and academic reports 
have documented a longer-term rise in single-person 
households,9 it is less evident in these data. For example, the 
share of rented households occupied by one person actually 
declined between 2007 and 2010 (from 38.3 percent to 36.8 
percent nationwide).10 Thus, it is reasonable to believe that 
these increases in cost burden are more likely related to ex-
ternal economic factors, rather than a rise in sole occupancy. 

Policy Implications
As this brief has demonstrated, increased need among 
American renters indicates that strong public hous-
ing programs are necessary to protect individuals from 
becoming overburdened. However, this brief also dem-
onstrates that the lowest-earning households experienced 
the smallest increases in cost burden over time, indicating 
that without the housing programs already in existence, 

America’s most vulnerable households likely would have 
fared even worse. 

The current economic climate has left funding for a vari-
ety of social service programs in a precarious state. Attempts 
by Congress to reduce the federal deficit through the Budget 
Control Act of 2011 came largely at the expense of discretionary 
programs, especially nondefense discretionary programs (such 
as rental assistance).11 The Budget Control Act set tough caps on 
discretionary spending and also enacted additional automatic 
spending cuts to be triggered if Congress couldn’t further reduce 
the deficit though revenue increases and cuts to entitlement 
programs (such as health insurance and SNAP). In late March 
2012, the House of Representatives passed the FY2013 Budget 
Bill, which would cap nondefense discretionary spending at 
$19 billion less than the levels specified in the Budget Control 
Act,12 and in May, the House passed legislation to implement the 
budget that would cut nondefense discretionary spending even 
more, reducing it in FY2013 by $27 billion compared to the 
levels specified in the Budget Control Act. Although this budget 
is unlikely to pass through the Democrat-controlled Senate, the 
dramatic cuts it proposes are indicative of attitudes regarding 
the broader budget climate. Republican leaders are already in-
sisting that some version of these proposals will be raised again 
in the context of “must pass” legislation (for example, in the con-
text of raising the debt ceiling); in this case, legislators may feel 
pressure to pass the bills. If this should occur, these proposals 
could have even more significant impacts on social programs, 
including rental assistance programs like Section 8.13

Data
This analysis is based on U.S. Census Bureau estimates from 
the 2007 and 2010 American Community Survey. For more 
details, please refer to the U.S. Census Bureau’s website.14 
Estimates here were produced by aggregating information 
from detailed tables available on American FactFinder. 
These estimates are meant to give perspective on cost burden 
among renters; however, because they are based on survey 
data, one should use caution when comparing across catego-
ries, as the margins of error may place seemingly disparate 
estimates within reasonable sampling error.15 All differences 
highlighted in this brief are statistically significant (p<0.05). 
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Figure 2. Percent of renters cost burdened, by 
household income, 2007 & 2010

Source: American Community Survey, 2007 & 2010
Note: All increases between 2007 and 2010, and between income categories, are statistically 

significant (p<0.05). 
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