
 

 

Policy Disincentives to Home Sharing: 
A Focus on Income and Housing 

 

Intergenerational home sharing initiatives have 
substantially increased across the United States since 
2008.1,2 As experiments to affordable housing and 
education, intergenerational home share programs aim to 
match community-dwelling older adults with college 
students. The benefits are compelling with increased 
housing and economic security, socialization, reduced 
financial stress and improved mental health.3,4,5 

This policy brief explores eligibility criteria to public 
housing and unintended consequences to home share 
initiatives. We also underscore who is most likely to be 
excluded from participating in home sharing with an 
emphasis on age, race, and income. 

Eligibility to Public Housing Benefits 

Nationally, more than 15 million older adults (age 65+, 
30%) have incomes below 200% of the federal poverty 
level (Figure 1).6 As of 2022, 10.2 million individuals 
receive some form of housing benefit.7 

Since any money hosts (older adults) receive from home 
sharing is counted as taxable income, home sharing can 
result in losing income-based benefits, including public 
housing benefits.8 For some older adults, home sharing 
can increase their income just enough so that they no 
longer are eligible for certain public benefits.  This 
phenomenon is known as the “cliff effect,” when a slight 
increase in a person's income puts them just beyond the 
threshold to qualify for a benefit. 

 

 

Public Policy’s Influence 
on Home Sharing Participation 

Public housing benefits are common in New York City: 
roughly 1 in 16 residents receive a public housing benefit.9 
Public housing benefits at the city, state, and federal levels 
base their eligibility criteria on income-specific cut-offs 
(Table 1). Public housing authorities like the New York City 
Housing Authority (NYCHA) administer Section 8 benefits 
and therefore follow federal eligibility guidelines.9 Because 
these benefits base criteria on income-specific cut-offs, 
counting home sharing income as taxable income puts 
older adults at risk of losing these public benefits if they 
enroll in home sharing. 

Table 1.  Types of Public Housing, respective  
   income caps, and demographics 

Housing 
Program 

Income 
Cut-Off Demographics 

Housing Choice 
Vouchers (HCV)  

$74,800 Senior 
Eligibility, 62 
years old 

Section 8 
Management 
Assessment 
Program (SEMAP)* 
 
*Public housing 
benefits at the city 
and state level such 
as NYCHA follow 
Section 8 income-cut 
off guidelines  

For household 
of 2 persons, 
$53,400 

Not Applicable 
 

Senior Citizen Rent 
Increase Exemption 
(SCRIE) 

Combined 
household 
income 
$50,000 or 
less 

62 years of age 
 

Disability Rent 
Increase Exemption 
(DRIE) 

Combined 
household 
income 
$50,000 or 
less 

Disability 

CityFHEPS Gross income 
at or below 
200% of the 
federal 
poverty level 

Not Applicable 

 



 

 

These policy arrangements disincentivize low-income 
older adults from participating in sharing their home. While 
this prevents encountering the cliff effect as a result of 
collecting home sharing income, it also prevents the 
expected positive benefits of home sharing from being 
realized, namely reduced social isolation and improved 
mental health. 

An Eye on Equity and Inclusion: 
Older Racial and Ethnic Minorities and Women 

Nationally and within New York City, the majority of public 
housing residents are racial and ethnic minorities.10 Across 
all public housing, approximately 45% of residents are 
Black, over 20% of residents are Hispanic, and more than 
75% of these households are headed by women.11  

An unintended consequence to public housing eligibility 
criteria is that although racial and ethnic minorities and 
women can benefit socially and psychologically from home 
sharing, they are excluded from participating because they 
are also more likely to experience the cliff effect should 
they collect money from home sharing.  

        

In the case of intergenerational home sharing, policy 
revisions are poised to increase intergenerational relations 
and mutual aid. Racial, gender, and cultural differences 
indeed influence who is more likely to live in an 
intergenerational home.12 Intergenerational living is more 
frequent among Black and Hispanic communities.13 
Modifying public policies can leverage access to 
intergenerational home sharing and expected health and 
economic benefits. 

Suggested Policy Revisions 

A major policy goal locally and nationally is to bolster 
affordable housing – for everyone. The intention and 
impact of public housing benefits are currently out of sync 
with this goal. 

Categorizing Long-term Home Share Income as 
Nontaxable Income would allow more individuals to 
participate in home sharing without encountering the cliff 
effect and maximizing the housing stock locally and 
nationally.14 

By 2035, one-third of the nation’s housing stock will be 
home to people over 65, and half of those will be single-
person households.14 Currently, 54 million spare 
bedrooms sit empty every night in the U.S., many of those 
in the homes of single older adults.14 The increased 
interest in home share programs in recent years 
demonstrates the potential role of the shared economy 
approach in achieving affordable housing. Public housing 
policy adjustments that make home share income 
nontaxable would allow for existing underutilized 
bedrooms to mutually benefit hosts and guests alike.13 
This shift would also place aging adults in a more 
societally-vital position while addressing housing 
affordability. 

          

Other instances of receiving nontaxable income for public 
good are evidenced by employer-provided health care 
plans, foster care payments, and energy conservation 
subsidies.18 The modification of public housing benefit 
policy to recategorize money collected for long-term home 
sharing as nontaxable would the increase accessibility of 
these programs, especially among low-income women 
and racial and ethnic minorities. 

Conclusion 

This brief has demonstrated how recategorizing income 
from home sharing as nontaxable income will contribute to 
affordable housing. Clearly housing is a social determinant 
to health and affordable housing should be made available 
to everyone.17 

Adjustments to home sharing taxation presents an 
opportunity for meaningful tax policy change at the federal 
level. Changes to tax policy and revenue codes follow the 
formal tax legislation processes outlined by the U.S. 
Constitution, which is initiated in Congress by the House 
of Representatives.21 Actionable change begins with 
advocacy and raising the awareness of policymakers to 
these issues. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Y7zGC6qDALDfuu6fp8HJ4BYAihtdUKiiUGLrbP-YaNs/edit#bookmark=id.hs6ku8i00t8t


 

 

The cliff effect manifests beyond housing policy: public 
benefit cliffs can also put healthcare and food resources at 
risk.16 Addressing these policy-level issues would help 
tackle the nation’s housing and affordability crises.15  

Ultimately, increased participation will result in expanded 
housing options for older and younger generations, 
increased economic security, and strengthening 
intergenerational cohesion. 
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