
2021
Housing Impact Report:

FEATURE ON OLDER ADULTS

P U B L I C  A N D  A F F O R D A B L E  H O U S I N G  R E S E A R C H  C O R P O R A T I O N

W W W . P A H R C . O R G  /  T W I T T E R :  @ P A H R C

Fostering Social Connections 
During the Pandemic

Sponsored by:

http://www.pahrc.org
https://twitter.com/pahrc


Publicly supported housing programs1 made housing more affordable for 2.88 million older adults 
in 2020. By providing a safe and affordable place to live, publicly supported homes can improve 
health outcomes2, housing stability3, and financial security for older adults with the lowest incomes. 
As a result of housing assistance programs, approximately 632,000 adults over the age of 65 were 
lifted out of poverty in 20194. This feature examines trends among older adults living in publicly 
supported rental homes and offers new insights into how affordable housing providers are helping 
residents make social connections during the pandemic.

More than one-third of publicly supported homes are occupied 
by an adult over the age of 62. Approximately 46% of households 
headed by an older adult who have a disability. Four percent of 
publicly supported homes are headed by an older adult over the 
age of 855. Overall, publicly supported homes stabilized the lives 
of 2.88 million older adults and 2.44 million households headed 
by an older adult in 2020.

The number of older adults living in publicly supported homes 
continues to grow as the population ages, growing 1.9% between 
2019 and 2020. During the same time period, the number of 
publicly supported homes headed by an older adult grew even 
faster, at a rate of 2.3%. The share of older adults living in publicly 
supported homes also increased 2.4%. These increases are likely 
driven by residents aging in place in publicly supported homes, 
a rise in the share of older adult households admitted into, and 
qualifying for, publicly supported homes, and an increase in the 
length of time older adults live in publicly supported homes6. 
The percentage of assisted households headed by an older adult 
with a disability remained stable at 46% in 2020, after gradually 
increasing nearly every year over the past decade. The percent of 
households headed by an adult over the age of 85 also remained 
stable at 4% during the same time period7. 

The number of older adults likely eligible to be assisted by publicly 
supported homes is rising at an even faster rate. In 2019, the 
latest year data are available, 7.34 million older adults and 6.35 
million older adult-headed households earned below 80% of the 
state median income and likely qualified for rental assistance8. 
Relative to 2018, the number of older adults and older adult-
headed households likely eligible for rental assistance increased 
3.5% and 3.8%, respectively9. As a result of the growing need for 
affordable housing among older adults and the unchanged supply 
of publicly supported homes, the share of income-eligible older 
adults living in publicly supported homes decreased from 40% to 
39% between 2019 and 202010.  This trend is likely to continue 

absent additional funding for rental assistance programs, 
particularly for housing targeted toward older adults. 

Conservative estimates suggest that expanding rental assistance 
programs to likely eligible older adult households would mean 
that an additional 3.75 million older adults and 3.22 million 
older adult-headed households could realize the benefits of an 
affordable home. Likely eligible older adult households include 
those earning less than 80% of the area median income (the 
HUD definition of low income) and paying more than 30% of 
their annual income toward housing (the HUD definition of cost 
burden). These figures increased 2.96% and 3.25%, respectively, 
from 2019.

Figure 1:

Older Adults Living in Publicly Supported Homes
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Trends in Older Adults Receiving Assistance
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New Insights into How Housing Providers are Serving Older Adults
Older adults living in publicly supported homes face elevated risk of developing a severe case of COVID-19. Compared to their low-
income unassisted peers, older adults living in publicly supported homes report higher rates of COVID-19 risk factors11. Over two-thirds 
of assisted older adults have a health condition that elevates their risk of developing a severe case of COVID-19. The most commonly 
reported conditions were diabetes (38%), heart disease (21%), a history of cancer (19%), and asthma (18%)12. As a result, many assisted 
older adults have had to take additional precautions to reduce their likelihood of contracting COVID. 

Over two-thirds of older adults living in publicly supported homes have a health condition 
that elevates their risk of developing a severe case of COVID-19

PAHRC tabulation of National Health Interview Survey 2018 (sample adult file).

Many affordable housing providers consider the social isolation that has resulted from the pandemic to be a major challenge. Eighty 
percent of older adults living in publicly supported housing report living alone compared to 49% of low-income unassisted older adults13. 
According to a survey conducted in November 2020, housing providers serving older adults reported that the top challenges they will 
face in the next three months include resident social isolation (84%), followed by health risks among residents (71%), and declining 
employee morale and staffing levels (54%)14. These concerns are echoed by service coordinators. Among service coordinators supporting 

older adults at affordable housing properties, 74% reported that 
loneliness or anxiety among residents increased during the 
pandemic. Service coordinators reported that rates of loneliness 
were higher for residents with resource deficits, such as not 
having enough food, medicine, and household supplies to isolate 
for a week15. 

Internet connectivity and literacy gaps further amplify social 
isolation for assisted older adults as social distancing requirements 
force people to move their interaction with friends, family, and 
their support network online. Thirty-nine percent of affordable 
housing providers serving older adults believe that their residents 
experience barriers accessing in-home internet service. Only 
18% of properties serving older adults include internet and an 
additional 9% offer reduced internet rates to residents16. As of 
2018, 68% of assisted older adults reported that they do not use 
the internet and nearly two-thirds mentioned that they never or 
almost never use the computer17.
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Internet connectivity gaps further amplify social isolation for older adults living in publicly 
supported homes during the pandemic.

68% 

Assisted older adults who did not use  
the internet in 2018

64% 
Assisted older adults who “never or  

almost never” used the computer in 2018

80%
Assisted older adults who live alone

PAHRC tabulation of NHIS 2018 (sample adult file). 

More resources are needed to help affordable housing providers meet the social and physical needs of their older residents who are 
struggling as a result of the pandemic. Many of these needs are met by service coordinators, who can connect residents to necessary 
social, physical, and health resources, when funding is available. Service coordinators at publicly supported housing properties targeted 
to older adults reported establishing new wellness check routines, collecting and distributing essential supplies, improving digital literacy, 
facilitating phone buddy programs, and engaging in socially distant interactions with residents in response to the pandemic18. However, 
only about two-thirds of federally assisted properties targeted to older adults have an on-site service coordinator19 and many report that 
the time spent with patients has increased during the pandemic, which provides additional support to some, but limits the total number 
of residents that can be served. Service coordinators reported spending more time communicating with resident support networks, 
applying for new benefits, translating public health guidance, and connecting residents to essential supplies as a result of the pandemic. 
As the pandemic continues, funding to expand access to service coordinators and the health and wellness programs they connect 
residents to will be essential to boosting social connectivity for the older adults with the lowest incomes.
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