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BUILDING STRONG FOUNDATIONS:
Advancing Comprehensive Policies for Infants, Toddlers, and Families

Housing Assistance: A Critical Support for 
Infants, Toddlers, and Families

Low-income families with infants and toddlers should have affordable, safe, and stable housing. 
While safe and stable housing is a basic necessity for everyone, it is particularly important for infants 
and toddlers. Stable housing supports family wellbeing and lowers stress levels, setting the stage for 
nurturing parenting. When babies have the security and predictability of safe places, they are better 
able to sleep, eat, crawl, play, and develop bonds with caregivers. However, many low-income families 
struggle with housing costs, causing them to move frequently, live in crowded conditions, or even 
experience homelessness, all of which deprive their young children of the stable environment they 
need to thrive. 

Housing assistance programs can offset the cost of housing or provide temporary housing for families 
when they are homeless or at risk of experiencing homelessness.1 These programs support stability 
and wellbeing in several ways. Families who receive housing assistance are less likely to live in over-
crowded homes, become homeless, and move frequently.2 Moreover, when families receive housing 
assistance, they have more resources to cover the cost of nutritious foods, health care, and other 
necessities.3 This leads to better health and developmental outcomes for young children. For example, 
children whose families receive housing assistance are more likely to have a healthy weight and to 
rate higher on measures of wellbeing.4 These benefits are particularly true when housing assistance is 
accompanied by food assistance.5 The positive effects of using a housing voucher to move to low-
er-poverty neighborhoods are especially pronounced when families move during a child’s early years.6 

Low-income families with children can receive housing assistance from the federal government 
through a variety of programs designed to reduce homelessness and make housing more affordable. 
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Various homeless programs serve families with young children who are living outside, in shelters, 
or in uninhabitable conditions, who are at risk of imminent eviction, and who are fleeing domestic 
violence.7 The bulk of the funding is passed to local government agencies and organizations to provide 
permanent housing, transitional housing, supportive services, and homelessness prevention services.8 

Affordable rental housing is largely provided through public housing, project-based rental assistance, 
and Housing Choice Vouchers. Unlike homelessness programs, eligibility for these programs depends 
solely on income and not circumstance. Public housing funds are distributed to local public housing 
authorities by formula to cover capital repair, operating, and management costs . Project-based rental 
assistance is provided to owners of multifamily rental housing to make up the difference between 
rent levels and what low-income families can afford to pay. Funding for Housing Choice Vouchers is 
distributed by formula to local and state agencies for low-income families to find their own housing 
on the private market. 

In addition to providing direct assistance to low-income families for housing, the federal government 
also works to increase the supply of affordable housing by supporting the development of new rental 
housing through HOME Investment Partnerships and the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit. Funding for 
the HOME Investment Partnerships program is distributed on a formula basis to states, local govern-
ments, and insular areas.9 

The federal government needs to increase funding dramatically for existing programs to meet need. 
Young children are no strangers to housing instability and homelessness. In 2014-2015, 1 in 20 chil-
dren under age 6 experienced homelessness.10 The Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress 
found nearly 1.5 million people living in shelters in 2015, including nearly 120,000 children between 
ages 1 and 5 and over 32,000 children under age 1.11 Research examining a large sample of young 
urban children under age 4 found 41 percent of their families shared housing to save costs or lived in 
crowded conditions during the previous year.12 

Federal housing assistance falls far short of the need overall, and the number of households with 
children receiving rental assistance has declined over time. Almost 5 million households receive rental 
assistance or homelessness aid, yet only about one in four households with children who likely qualify 
for rental assistance receive aid.13 Although the need for stable housing is fundamental for families 
with children, these families are less likely to receive rental assistance than a decade ago. The number 
of families with children receiving housing vouchers—the most common form of assistance—has 
fallen by 13 percent since 2004, even as more households overall are receiving rental assistance. 
Consequently, less than half of all households receiving vouchers are those with children. Meanwhile, 
the number of very-low-income families with worst-case housing needs—i.e., they pay more than 
half of their income for rent and/or live in severely inadequate housing—has grown by more than 50 
percent.14 Exacerbating these trends are both the erosion of federal spending on housing benefits and 
the widening gaps between renters’ incomes and rising rents.

These trends do not bode well for young children’s development, as children experiencing housing 
instability or homelessness are at risk for a variety of poor outcomes. Children in homeless families are 
more likely to suffer developmental delays and poor health than children who have never been home-
less. Longer periods of homelessness are associated with more negative outcomes, which is true even 
for children who were still in utero during their homelessness.15 Children who move frequently are 
also more likely to be food insecure and to have fair or poor health outcomes, such as developmental 
delays, behavior problems, and difficulty maintaining a healthy weight.16 Doubling up or sharing hous-
ing also carries risks. Young children living in crowded conditions or whose families were behind on 
rent are about a fifth less likely to be considered “well” and more likely to face material hardship than 
children in stable housing.17 These problems have broader implications for our economy, as children 
who experience housing instability have additional health and educational needs over time.18 

While the federal government provides the vast majority of funds for housing assistance, these funds 
have eroded as the federal budget has tightened. Total funding for federal housing assistance was over 
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$40 billion in 2016, $2.1 billion below 2010 when adjusted for inflation.19 Meanwhile, the capacity and 
will of most states to provide housing assistance is limited—this inherently local service is viewed as 
more of a federal responsibility. Based on available data in 2008, states collectively provided less than 
$2 billion in housing assistance, 62 percent of which came in the form of tax credits or rebates. By 
comparison, the federal government spent $30 billion on the three major rental assistance programs 
alone during the same fiscal year.20 Further, most state and local initiatives are targeted at specific 
populations—such as people who are homeless or have disabilities—and often are seen as temporary 
bridges to federal assistance.21 

For many young children, the environments they need to thrive clearly have rickety underpinnings. 
Unfortunately, many more households qualify for affordable housing subsidies than receive aid, leaving 
countless families in unstable shelter that places their young children’s development at risk. The 
implications are dire for babies and toddlers suffering worst-case housing needs or homelessness. 
Given the woefully insufficient funding by state and local governments for affordable housing and 
the decline in the share of federal housing assistance going to families with children, it is critical that 
federal, state, and local governments all increase their investments to meet the great need.
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