
Rent assistance addresses a key facet of the 
housing crisis: insufficient income

Responses to concerns about rent assistance
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Rent Assistance Works

No matter 
the supply of 
housing, very 
low-income 
Oregonians 
will struggle to 
afford housing

Establishing a rent assistance program would be an effective strategy 
for addressing Oregon’s housing affordability crisis. Rent assistance 
is any program that subsidizes the rent for eligible individuals and 
families. The best known rent assistance program is federal Housing 
Choice Vouchers, which helps tens of  thousands of  Oregonians 
keep a stable and safe home. However, this program falls short 
of  meeting the existing need. This fact sheet — a companion to 
the report A State Rent Assistance Program Would Strengthen Oregon 
Communities1 — addresses some of  the most common concerns that 
arise in discussions about a rent assistance program.

Oregon’s housing crisis, like the housing crisis affecting the nation, is 
multifaceted. Solving it requires multiple policy responses, including 
rent assistance.

Rent assistance directly addresses a key aspect of  the housing 
crisis — the fact that some people don’t have enough income to 
cover the rent. Certainly, an inadequate supply of  housing units is 
an important aspect of  the housing crisis, especially in some urban 
housing markets. Yet, for individuals and families with very low 
incomes, increasing the housing supply alone does not make housing 
affordable. No matter the supply of  housing, very low-income 
Oregonians will struggle to afford safe and stable housing. For this 
group, rent assistance is a crucial component of  addressing their 
housing needs.2  

By Daniel Hauser and Juan Carlos Ordóñez 



Oregon has in place a structure to prevent 
landlord profiteering
Concerns about landlords capturing the benefits of  a rent assistance 
program finds support in the research of  Matthew Desmond, 
author of  the acclaimed book Evicted and a proponent of  rent 
assistance as a solution to the nation’s housing crisis. In a study of  
Milwaukee’s federal housing voucher program, Desmond and co-
author Kristin Perkins found that landlords overcharge when given 
the opportunity.4 

The way to prevent landlords from overcharging, Desmond argues, 
is to put in place rent stabilization. “A well-designed program would 
ensure a reasonable rent that rose at the rate of  inflation and include 
flexible provisions allowing landlords to receive a modest rate of  
return,” while preventing overcharging through rent stabilization.5  
Such regulation of  rents would make the program more efficient, 
allowing it to help more people.

A well-designed Oregon rent assistance program is likely to have 
a negligible impact on the rent charged across the housing market. 
While it is reasonable to ask whether a demand-side policy such as 
rent assistance has an impact on rents, research indicates that federal 
housing vouchers — a program that subsidizes the rent of  more 
than 70,000 Oregonians — do not cause generalized rent increases.3  
Though federal vouchers can cause adverse price effects on the 
margins, any impact on rent is less likely to occur from a smaller, 
more targeted statewide rent assistance program. Even as it responds 
to the housing needs of  very vulnerable populations, such a program 
would be limited in scale, minimizing the risk of  increasing rents.

Federal housing 
vouchers 
do not cause 
generalized rent 
increases
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A targeted rent assistance program is unlikely 
to push up rents



Evidence shows the vast majority of  federal housing vouchers get 
used, addressing concerns of  whether rent assistance actually helps 
families find housing. A family approved for a federal Housing 
Choice Voucher must find a unit that can pass inspection, has rent 
equal to or less than the rent cap approved for that neighborhood, 
and has an owner willing to accept rent assistance. The family has 
a limited time — generally between 60 and 120 days — to find a 
suitable unit. This creates barriers for some families in finding a unit. 
Not all succeed, in which case the voucher passes to the next family 
on the waiting list.9 Nevertheless, among all the housing vouchers 
administered by Public Housing Authorities in Oregon in 2017, 93 
percent were in use, keeping families housed.10  

In crafting a statewide rent assistance program, Oregon should 
take steps to boost the ability of  families to use vouchers to secure 

Vouchers help families find safe and 
affordable units

Rent assistance would strengthen the 
workforce
The benefits of  a rent assistance program outweigh concerns that 
such a program could be a disincentive to work. The research 
on the impact of  rent assistance on work is mixed, with several 
studies finding no adverse effects, while one study showed that 
rent assistance modestly reduced work hours and earnings.7 Even 
assuming a modest impact on work, rent assistance is an excellent 
investment. As Desmond explains,

In truth, the status quo is much more of  a threat to self-sufficiency 
than any housing program could be. Families crushed by the high cost 
of  housing cannot afford vocational training or extra schooling that 
would allow them to acquire news skills; and many cannot stay in one 
place long enough to hold down the same job. Affordable housing is 
a human-capital investment, just like job programs or education, one 
that would strengthen and steady the American workforce.8  

In 2019, Oregon 
enacted a 
set of tenant 
protections that 
includes rent 
stabilization

93 percent of 
vouchers get 
used
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Oregon already has in place a regulatory framework to limit 
profiteering. In 2019, the Oregon legislature enacted Senate Bill 
608, a set of  tenant protections that includes rent stabilization. This 
program limits the increase in rent each year to no more than 7 
percent plus the Consumer Price Index.6  
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Conclusion
Statewide rent assistance is an effective way for Oregon to address 
an important aspect of  the housing crisis: the fact that some families 
simply don’t make enough money to cover the rent. The typical 
objections raised against rent assistance programs either do not stand 
up to scrutiny or can be addressed with a well-designed program.  

housing. State funding and policy could encourage Public Housing 
Authorities to provide higher rent caps in particularly tight housing 
markets, provide assistance to families in finding units, extend the 
time available to find a unit, and reach out to landlords.11 The state 
could also take steps to prevent discrimination of  voucher holders 
by landlords.  
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