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A Brief Overview of the Federal Role in Housing Provision in the United
States
o Today, the United States has an enormous affordable housing crisis,
characterized by declining home ownership, rising rents and
homelessness rates, a shortage of new affordable housing, and
insufficient government programs to provide subsidies. The result is
long waitlists for the limited assistance available, such as public
housing and Section 8 housing choice vouchers.
o How did we get here? The history of US housing provision can be
divided roughly into three phases:
e 1900-30: dominated by private markets, with a small amount
of philanthropy
e 1930-75: beginning with the New Deal of the 1930s, more
federal government interventions became available, though
many policies supported suburban rather than urban housing
growth, increasing the class and racial divides in American
society while also supporting some problematic urban renewal
programs
e 1975—today: increasing withdrawal of much direct government
assistance and a return to dependence on private market
strategies, even if implemented by government, and some
additional nonprofit activity through community development
corporations
o The challenge today is how to address this crisis by defining a role for
the government, particularly at the federal level, that learns from past
mistakes. In addition, new initiatives might be undertaken, such as
incentivizing innovations in housing design, materials, and
construction in order to decrease costs and increase the supply and
speed of building.



What Is a House?

Since the passage of the Fair Housing Act in 1968, Americans have
dramatically revised their understanding of government
responsibility in the housing sector—and with it, the meaning of a
house itself.

The government has held a historic role underwriting the American
house as shelter, investment, symbol, and a unit of national
prosperity. In good times and bad, federal, state, and local
governments have depended on homeownership to spark consumer
spending, generate tax revenue, address racial and economic
inequality, advance environmental sustainability, and, in more recent
times, ensure broad public health during the COVID-19 pandemic.

A seemingly straightforward question—“What is a house?”—leads to a
host of tangled public and private considerations. It sheds light on the
history of government action and public funding shaping the many
meanings of property ownership in America. It also invites us to
consider what a house can be in the nation’s future.

Affordable Housing’s Past and Future

Federal efforts to produce and sustain publicly subsidized and
affordable housing first rose, then fell, then experienced a limited
rebirth.

Since the New Deal in the 1930s, programs including public housing,
rental vouchers, and housing tax credits have had more success than
failure, as policy makers used hard-earned knowledge of what
works—and what doesn’t—to improve outcomes.

Still, significant failures (especially high-rise public housing in large
urban areas) left lasting scars that hindered efforts to expand housing
affordability programs.

Since 1980, the federal commitment to low-income housing
programs has eroded, and the political will to embrace new
production remains fragile, especially at the local level.

As a result, the nation is woefully short of meeting a vast and
increasing need for low-income housing. This outcome has a long
history, as a toxic mix of race, class, and market forces have combined
to resist federal efforts to address one of the nation’s most pressing
social problems.
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