


can make the difference between keeping the family 
car in decent repair and having grocery money at the end 
of the month.

Working within these tight budgets, lowest-income families
have little margin for emergencies. One unexpected bill, one
spell of unemployment, or even a minor health problem may
make it impossible to pay the rent. Recent research by the
Poverty and Race Action Council suggests that evictions and
forced movements diminish the quality of life of poor renters
and their families in several ways. In addition to limiting com-
munity involvement and the development of beneficial social
capital, frequent moves make it difficult for parents to hold
jobs and manage childcare duties. 

Perhaps most importantly, this instability is damaging to chil-
dren’s educations. In fact, high turnover in schools disrupts
the educational achievement not only of the children that
move but also of those that stay. These educational impacts
are especially significant for lower-income and minority chil-
dren, who are more likely to attend schools in largely rental
neighborhoods with relatively high turnover. 

Constant fear of eviction is just one of the many stresses that
lowest-income renters face. For many, it is a daily struggle 
to dodge creditors or bill collectors and to decide which bills
to pay. Many become severely depressed in the face of such
pressures, eroding their ability to live independently. A recent
study shows, however, that many very low-income households
show remarkable resilience when they are able to move from
distressed public housing. 

THE OUTLOOK
The recent string of natural disasters in the United States has
made it abundantly clear that affordability is not just a hous-
ing issue, but part of a larger set of social problems. Without
sustained efforts to attack the root causes of poverty and
expand the supply of decent and affordable rental housing,
many of the nation’s lowest-income households will remain
unable to meet even basic needs—much less protect 
themselves and their families in a time of emergency.

High Housing Costs Limit Household 
Expenditures on Other Necessities
Average Monthly Expenditures in 2003
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Source: Table A-4.
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Notes: Fair Market Rent (FMR) is the median price of a modest two bedroom apartment. Income to afford the FMR is based on the 30 percent of income standard.
Source: HUD Fair Market Rents and Bureau of Labor Statistics.

 

 
Affordability Problems Are Moving Up the Income Scale 
Fair Market Rents and Median Incomes for Sample Metro Areas in 2000 
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San Francisco Boston Washington San Diego Chicago Dallas

Monthly Rent for Standard 
Two-Bedroom Apartment

$1,362 $,942 $,840 $,805 $,762 $,749

Income Needed to Afford $54,480 $37,680 $33,600 $32,200 $30,480 $29,960

Median Income for:

Retail Salespersons $19,323 $17,930 $17,285 $17,139 $17,971 $17,243

Janitors 20,800 20,987 15,787 16,536 18,824 14,810

Nurses 39,603 39,541 33,280 31,990 31,990 38,938

Biological Technicians 36,546 36,109 32,219 32,781 35,526 32,011

Teachers 38,293 38,584 32,781 38,584 36,733 34,861

Source: Table A-4.

Share of 
Expenditures
on Housing Food Transportation

Insurance 
and

Pensions Healthcare Total 

50% and Up $177 $44 $31 $28 $384

30-50% 231 94 56 45 606

Under 30% 236 138 52 50 729


