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Housing insecurity is an all- too- common expe-
rience in the lives of poor renters. Sociologists 
have studied multiple aspects of this experi-
ence, including the challenges of securing, 
quality affordable housing that meets basic 
household needs, difficulty paying the monthly 
rent, and the consequences of unstable hous-
ing (for a review, see DeLuca and Rosen 2022). 
Housing insecurity is associated with a range 
of negative outcomes. For example, studies 
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have shown that eviction and housing unaf-
fordability lead to downward mobility and ad-
verse health outcomes (Desmond 2016; Des-
mond and Kimbro 2015; Desmond and 
Shollenberger 2015; Pollack, Griffin, and Lynch 
2010) and unexpected and frequent moves are 
correlated with children’s poorer performance 
in school (for a review, see Garboden, Leven-
thal, and Newman 2017). Although poverty is a 
clear antecedent of housing insecurity, it is not 
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the only cause, and the causal arrow may point 
in both directions (Desmond 2012). Housing in-
security has moved to the fore of urban schol-
arship, particularly in the wake of the foreclo-
sure crisis, but more descriptive research is 
needed on the related social processes in which 
housing insecurity is embedded (see Besbris 
and Khan 2017).

In this article, we use a novel, large- scale 
qualitative dataset, the American Voices Project 
(AVP), to examine experiences of housing inse-
curity at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The public health crisis and its concomitant 
relief programs provide a unique window for 
researchers studying housing insecurity. The 
pandemic dramatically altered daily economic 
life for many Americans; at the same time, the 
government responded with unprecedented 
forms of assistance. Drawing on data from the 
AVP, we explore how the pandemic shaped the 
experience of housing insecurity, the strategies 
families used to navigate that insecurity, and 
how various state and federal support pro-
grams made a difference for those lucky 
enough to receive aid. This maps the web of 
challenges that housing insecurity creates and 
leverages the pandemic to offer a unique win-
dow into how safety net programs can reduce 
housing insecurity.

We reveal a complicated, shifting landscape 
of housing instability during the pandemic. On 
the one hand, given tremendous financial bur-
dens experienced by low- income families even 
prior to the pandemic, the financial and hous-
ing challenges described by our sample were 
not qualitatively different during the pan-
demic. In fact, housing insecurity and the strat-
egies used to weather it largely mirror those 
documented in research on strategies house-
holds used prior to the pandemic. On the other 
hand, we also find that pandemic policy re-
sponses provided some low- income house-
holds with novel forms of support that miti-
gated housing insecurity and bolstered 
short- term financial well- being. Interestingly, 
many of the aid programs that helped stabilize 
housing were not housing specific. Other forms 
of support, including expanded unemployment 
and SNAP benefits, were a boon to low- income 
households and relieved overall financial bur-
dens, allowing for more stable housing. One of 

our key findings is therefore that policy re-
sponses to large- scale economic disruptions 
can be effective in mitigating housing insecu-
rity even when they are not explicitly designed 
to do so. Expanded cash transfers and other 
benefits stabilize household finances and 
thereby allow eligible households more flexibil-
ity in covering housing costs. However, we also 
find that the pandemic aid that allowed for 
more housing security for some was not uni-
formly accessible. Many lower- income house-
holds remained housing insecure or reported 
feeling that their insecurity intensified during 
the pandemic. This reveals the limitations of 
temporary policy responses that are adminis-
tered unevenly, require eligible individuals to 
actively enroll in novel benefit programs, and 
do not intervene directly in markets to increase 
supply or control prices. Additionally, our re-
search demonstrates both the benefits and 
challenges of using a large- scale interview- 
based sample to examine these questions.

naVigaTing housing insecuriT y 
Before The coVid -19 pandeMic
Even though housing is a central component 
of everyday experience, it has only recently 
moved to the fore of sociological studies of 
place, stratification, and social life more gener-
ally (McCabe and Rosen 2023; Pattillo 2013; Za-
visca and Gerber 2016). A burgeoning literature 
examines how various processes in the housing 
market reproduce or exacerbate existing forms 
of inequality. This includes studies of the 
search and selection process (Besbris 2020; Bes-
bris, Schachter, and Kuk 2021; Boeing, Besbris, 
Schachter, and Kuk 2021; Boeing, Besbris, 
Wachsmuth, and Wegmann 2021; Krysan and 
Crowder 2017), the importance of supply- side 
actors (Besbris and Faber 2017; Besbris et al. 
2022; Garboden and Rosen 2019; Rosen 2014; 
Schachter, Kuk, Besbris, and Pekarek 2023; 
Schacter, Kuk, Besbris, and Ho 2023; Stein 
2019), and how housing accumulates value 
(Besbris and Korver- Glenn 2023; Flippen 2004; 
Howell and Korver- Glenn 2021; Shapiro 2017; 
Wohl and Besbris 2023).

The experience of housing insecurity is 
widespread among low- income households. As 
households have become more housing- cost 
burdened, defined as spending at least 30 per-
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cent of household income on rent (Shamsud-
din and Campbell 2022), attention has in-
creased on the process of eviction—which is 
deeply intertwined with housing- cost burden, 
as most evictions result when tenants cannot 
or do not pay rent (Eviction Lab 2018). Evictions 
can occur formally—a landlord files with a lo-
cal court—or even more frequently, infor-
mally—where a landlord coerces, threatens, or 
incentivizes a tenant to leave a unit (Desmond 
2016; Gromis and Desmond 2021; Hartman and 
Robinson 2003). Household demographics are 
key for understanding eviction processes, with 
non- White and female- headed households far 
more at risk (Hepburn, Louis, and Desmond 
2020). But eviction is just one aspect of forced 
or reactive mobility because housing insecurity 
resulting from housing quality failure, nearby 
violence, income loss, or internal household 
dynamics is very common among the poor (De-
Luca and Jang- Trettien 2020; DeLuca, Wood, 
and Rosenblatt 2019; Harvey et al. 2020; Rosen 
2017).

Housing insecurity increased in the wake of 
the Great Recession (Burgard, Seefeldt, and Zel-
ner 2012). Massive job losses produced high 
rates of financial instability which, in turn, 
made it more difficult for households to cover 
their housing costs (Dwyer and Phillips Lassus 
2015). The Great Recession also increased 
housing- cost burden (Colburn and Allen 
2018)—as incomes go down the cost of housing 
becomes a larger part of household expendi-
tures and, as a result, savings are diminished 
and taking on debt becomes more likely. All of 
this leads to more housing insecurity (Lee and 
Evans 2020).

For the most economically precarious Amer-
icans, especially those without access to subsi-
dized housing, residential security remained 
difficult to attain in the years after the Great 
Recession and before the pandemic (Lens 
2018). When the pandemic began, rental prices 
dropped as cases rose (Kuk et al. 2021) but 
within the first year of the pandemic, housing 
costs overall returned to and surpassed pre- 
pandemic levels (Li and Zhang 2021; for histor-
ical precedent, see Francke and Korevaar 2021). 
More broadly, wage- stagnation, retrenchment 
of welfare benefits, and declines in the number 
of affordable units were all leading to rising 

rates of displacement before the Great Reces-
sion and continued in the decade after (Des-
mond 2018). Under such conditions, rent bur-
dens make more households less financially 
secure overall and less secure in their housing 
more specifically. The pandemic may have ex-
acerbated housing insecurity since the most 
disadvantaged households were more likely to 
become unemployed and lose income (Corne-
lissen and Hermann 2023).

Relying on Social Networks
Social networks are key sources of support 
when households cannot afford their housing 
or are forced to move due to various shocks 
such as neighborhood violence, housing qual-
ity failures, or changes in income or employ-
ment (Clampet- Lundquist 2003; Edin and Shae-
fer 2015; Mazelis 2017). Shared housing 
arrangements, or doubling up, is a common 
strategy (Cross 2018; Harvey, Dunifon, and 
Pilkauskas 2021). Although such arrangements 
have short- term benefits, including preventing 
households from living on the street, in cars, 
or in shelters, research increasingly shows that 
doubling up can create fraught dynamics be-
tween hosts and guests, strain hosts’ space and 
finances, and potentially lead to adverse effects 
later in life (Harvey 2020a, 2020b).

However, economically precarious house-
holds may not have well- resourced networks 
from which to draw help. Lacking connections 
to hosts who allow them to stay, households 
facing housing insecurity may activate weak 
ties, or connections to previously unfamiliar 
alter- households encountered through social 
service organizations (Desmond 2016; Mazelis 
2017). These connections can provide immedi-
ate relief but are often unstable and short 
lived—they rarely allow for secure housing.

Relationships with Landlords 
and Housing Providers
Interactions between tenants and those who 
supply housing (landlords) can also aggravate 
or mitigate housing insecurity. Rental laws gen-
erally put property owners at an advantage rel-
ative to their tenants, creating a power imbal-
ance that is central to understanding housing 
insecurity in the United States (Dreier 1982). 
Landlords have tremendous power to screen 
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and sort tenants, shaping their housing attain-
ment, security, and differential patterns by 
race, gender, and other categories (Rosen, Gar-
boden, and Cossyleon 2021). A lack of tenant 
protections and housing regulations may en-
able landlords to make business decisions that 
result in adverse outcomes for tenants (Greif 
2022). Recent research documents how land-
lords can use the threat of eviction, eviction fil-
ings, fines, and forms of harassment to exploit 
and extract payment from tenants (Desmond 
2016; Garboden and Rosen 2019; Leung, Hep-
burn, and Desmond 2020). Tenants may try to 
bargain with their landlords to forgive rental 
debt or take work in exchange for rent, to vary-
ing degrees of success (Desmond 2012). Land-
lords can also use the power imbalance to their 
advantage to attempt to control tenant behav-
ior or lengthen tenure (Rosen and Garboden 
2022). Interactions with landlords are therefore 
a key mediator of housing insecurity.

Even though landlords and their tenants al-
ways enter their housing arrangements with an 
existing imbalance, it is important to consider 
how the pandemic reshaped these interactions. 
Rents in urban areas dropped during the im-
mediate onset of the pandemic (Kuk et al. 
2021), but largely returned to pre- pandemic lev-
els quickly, maintaining whatever market ad-
vantage landlords had. Moreover, as public 
health authorities advocated for less mobility, 
tenants may have had strong desires to stay in 
their current housing, further strengthening 
landlords’ ability to extract rents and control 
tenant behavior. At the same time, research re-
veals that some smaller landlords—particularly 
ones who inherited their rental properties—
tend to feel social closeness to their tenants 
and are more likely to work with them when 
rent is late (Balzarini and Boyd 2021; Garboden 
et al. 2018; Shiffer- Sebba 2020; see also Watson 
et al. 2023). It is possible that the pandemic in-
creased tenants’ abilities to make special ar-
rangements to avoid housing insecurity with 
sympathetic landlords.

Relying on Social Safety Net Programs
Although government programs can also buffer 
against housing insecurity, in the United States 
only one in four households eligible for rental 
assistance receives it (CBPP 2021). Moreover, al-

though housing affordability can increase 
housing security, rental assistance programs 
are not a panacea. For example, public housing 
ensures that low- income renters who benefit 
from it do not spend a disproportionate share 
of their income on rent (Docter and Galvez 
2020). But the number of public housing units 
has declined substantially in recent decades, 
reflecting demolition and conversions through 
the Rental Assistance Demonstration program, 
which transitions public housing units into 
project- based Section 8 contracts, and these 
units are often located in racially segregated 
neighborhoods (Goetz 2013; Rothstein 2017).

Unlike public housing, the Housing Choice 
Voucher Program enables low- income renters 
to select the housing unit and neighborhood 
of their choice. In addition to making housing 
more affordable by restricting tenants’ pay-
ments to 30 percent of their income, housing 
vouchers increase residential stability and al-
leviate overcrowding (Gubits et al. 2018). How-
ever, there are not enough vouchers to meet 
the need, and even when a household is lucky 
enough to receive one, the barriers to using it 
successfully lead to low success rates of leas-
ing up within 180 days (Ellen, O’Regan, and 
Strochak 2021). Because the program requires 
voucher households to lease within a defined 
period or risk losing the voucher, the program 
creates search burdens and stressors on recip-
ients (DeLuca, Garboden, and Rosenblatt 2013; 
McClure, Schwartz, and Taghavi 2015; McCabe 
2023). In addition, no national antidiscrimina-
tion law protects voucher holders and many 
recipients have trouble finding a willing land-
lord. In short, as a market- based program, 
vouchers leave households susceptible to vari-
ous forms of predation and discrimination 
(Besbris et al. 2022; Faber and Mercier 2022; 
Rosen 2020; Rosen, Garboden, and Cossyleon 
2021).

As a response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
and subsequent economic downturn, federal 
and state governments implemented various 
direct support programs designed to mitigate 
housing insecurity. Congress allocated more 
than $46 billion in emergency rental assistance 
funds through the 2021 Consolidated Appro-
priations Act and the 2021 American Rescue 
Plan Act (ARPA) to assist households unable to 
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pay rent or utilities.1 ARPA also provided nearly 
$10 billion in aid for homeowners and $5 bil-
lion for emergency housing vouchers.2 The 
Center for Disease Control extended and ex-
panded the federal eviction moratorium estab-
lished by the CARES Act of 2020.3 Various states 
and municipalities also established additional 
eviction moratoria. Such measures reduced 
evictions, disease transmission, mortality, and 
improved mental health for low- income ten-
ants (Benfer et al. 2021; Hepburn et al. 2023; 
Keene et al. 2023; Leifheit, Linton, et al. 2021; 
Leifheit, Pollack, et al. 2021; Nande et al. 2021; 
Reina and Lee 2023; Sandoval- Olascoaga, Ven-
kataramani, and Arcaya 2021). But implementa-
tion and access were uneven. Eviction proce-
dures remained highly varied across states 
(Nelson et al. 2021) and initial evidence shows 
that the most disadvantaged households found 
it difficult to use pandemic- related resources 
and that their relationships with landlords 
were negatively affected by eviction moratoria 
(Tsai et al. 2022; Versey and Russell 2022).

We delve further into these dynamics to ex-
plore whether and how low- income Americans 
used their social networks, made special ar-
rangements with landlords, or relied on exist-
ing housing policies to mitigate housing inse-
curity during the pandemic.

daTa and MeThods
We draw on a subset of low- income renters 
from the American Voices Project to under-
stand the experience of housing insecurity dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. The AVP asked re-
spondents how much they spent on housing 
each month, whether they rented their home, 
and questions about respondents’ participa-
tion in subsidized housing programs such as 
public housing and the Housing Choice 
Voucher Program. We sought to identify a sub-

sample of low- income households who were 
interviewed after the start of the pandemic. We 
relied on a cut- off date of April 1, 2020, as the 
beginning point. In total, 787 households in the 
AVP were interviewed after April 1, 2020. In or-
der to focus on rental households, we restricted 
our sample to 435 respondents who reported 
renting their home. Finally, we defined the 
sample of low- income renters as those with an 
annual income below $36,000. Because the AVP 
provides researchers only with income bands 
for households in the sample, we selected a 
threshold that loosely approximated house-
holds with an income at or below 150 percent 
of the poverty rate. Relying on these three cri-
teria, we were left with an analytic sample of 
290 respondents. From these, we randomly se-
lected 120 cases (approximately 41 percent of 
the available cases that matched our selection 
criteria) for analysis. When possible, AVP inter-
views multiple members of the same house-
hold. In our subsample, nine interviews were 
of individuals who shared a household with an-
other interviewee.

Although the AVP only asks a small set of 
housing- specific questions, our research team 
analyzed the full transcripts for each interview 
to better understand how housing insecurity 
intersected with other aspects of participants’ 
lives. Using the entire transcript allowed us to 
capture all mentions of housing insecurity, re-
gardless of where they occurred in the inter-
view process. Indeed, one of the advantages of 
the AVP is its breadth: it allows us to consider 
housing experiences and their relationship to 
any number of other topics that we might not 
have probed on in a study that was limited to 
housing issues. For each interview, our re-
search team wrote descriptive and analytic 
memos including relevant passages and quota-
tions from the interviews. These memos paid 

https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/coronavirus/assistance-for-state-local-and-tribal-governments/emergency-rental-assistance-program
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https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/Main/documents/Factsheet_Housing_Provisions_American_Rescue_Plan_Act-2021.pdf
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/Main/documents/Factsheet_Housing_Provisions_American_Rescue_Plan_Act-2021.pdf
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/Overview-of-National-Eviction-Moratorium.pdf
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particular attention to housing- related issues 
throughout participants’ lives, including ways 
that their housing situation shifted in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. As we analyzed in-
terviews, our team met regularly to discuss 
emerging themes related to experiences of 
housing insecurity during the pandemic.

The breadth of the AVP also allows us to ex-
amine housing issues within the context of a 
household’s broader financial situation. That 
housing is so deeply intertwined with other so-
cial factors is a tremendous advantage of the 
data. The breadth is also associated with some 
limitations. Given the broad scope of topics 
covered in the AVP interviews, the interviews 
often lacked depth on issues of housing. We 
also acknowledge that the AVP sample may not 
capture households experiencing the greatest 
residential instability. These households may 
be the most difficult to sample, leading to their 
exclusion from the AVP. It is also possible that 
limiting our sample to those interviewed after 
the onset of the pandemic could bias results—
these respondents may have responded to re-
cruitment efforts less quickly, were harder to 
locate, or had a more difficult time scheduling 
an interview.

findings
Here, we describe three ways AVP respondents 
reported mitigating against housing insecurity 
during the early months of the COVID-19 pan-
demic as well as how these pathways to hous-
ing security were often unsustainable.

Social Programs and the Role of 
Pandemic Relief Policies
Participants in the AVP sample reported strug-
gling to make ends meet and to find and keep 
safe, stable housing during the pandemic. 
Some existing housing policies, including pub-
lic housing and voucher programs, provided 
one avenue for low- income households to re-
main in or find stable housing. For example, 
Gus, a Black man in his late fifties living in the 
Midwest, said he felt lucky to be in public hous-
ing when the pandemic began. “Well, where I 
live at now, it’s heaven,” he explained. “I got 
central air, lights and gas included, and my rent 
is $229 a month.” Although public housing af-
forded Gus stable housing despite the disrup-

tions of the pandemic, most low- income Amer-
icans were not in the same position because the 
vast majority of households who qualify for 
government housing assistance are unable to 
access it.

Many low- income renters relied on assisted 
housing programs before the pandemic, but 
the public health emergency spurred a tempo-
rary expansion of social programs that pro-
vided qualified households with increased fi-
nancial security. Sometimes this came in the 
form of resources and protections aimed di-
rectly at housing, such as eviction moratoria 
and emergency rental assistance through leg-
islation like the CARES Act or the ARPA. How-
ever, respondents rarely mentioned these 
housing- specific COVID-19 programs. Only two 
renters in our sample—neither of whom were 
housing insecure—mentioned eviction mora-
toria. Those who experienced eviction or the 
threat of eviction were seemingly unaware of 
any new protections. For example, Michelle, a 
middle- aged White woman, was threatened 
with eviction early in the pandemic. “They send 
me law papers. If I don’t pay this, you got to go,” 
she explained. “But because it wasn’t anybody 
in court . . . I knew the court wasn’t going to 
open up until May, so I got them what they 
needed prior to that.” Michelle lived in a state 
with strong protections against eviction but at-
tributed her ability to keep her home to the 
shutdown of public activity.

Of the 120 participants in our sample, only 
one reported receiving rental assistance during 
the pandemic but did not attribute the aid to 
any novel COVID-19 policies. Chad, a Black 
man in his thirties who lives in the Midwest, 
said, “I had . . . seen it on the news that the 
state or somebody was giving out . . . up to 
$5,000 to pay toward a mortgage or rent or what 
have you,” he explained. “It came from some 
place called [redacted community organiza-
tion], I’m pretty sure they are associated with 
the state on some level. Yeah, they paid me 
$2,900.” This rental assistance helped cover 
nearly five months of rent at a time he was des-
perately struggling to make ends meet after los-
ing his job at a mechanic shop and having dif-
ficulty accessing Unemployment Insurance. It 
is certainly possible that this rental assistance 
was available because of the expansion of hous-
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ing aid in the wake of the pandemic, but Chad 
did not explicitly link it to any COVID-19 policy 
responses.

Given recent work showing that novel hous-
ing policies and housing- specific aid in the 
wake of the pandemic did indeed reduce some 
forms of housing insecurity (Hepburn et al. 
2023; Reina and Lee 2023), it is likely that re-
spondents did not mention such changes be-
cause they were simply unaware of them. Fed-
eral aid in general is distributed through a 
patchwork of state and local government and 
nongovernmental organizations, obscuring 
links between specific policies and benefits 
(Obinger, Leibfried, and Castles 2005). More-
over, additional research on novel housing pol-
icies reveals that they varied widely across 
states and municipalities, creating challenges 
for renters to understand, navigate, and use 
(Keene et al. 2023).

Even though the low- income AVP renters in 
our sample rarely mentioned housing- specific 
COVID-19 policies, many were aware of how the 
temporary expansion of other programs im-
proved household finances and housing stabil-
ity. These included increased SNAP benefits, 
Unemployment Insurance, and stimulus 
checks.

For Martha, a sixty- two- year- old White 
woman living in the South, the expansion of 
social programs in response to the pandemic 
gave her a financial stability she had not expe-
rienced in years. She was newly retired and the 
sole provider and caretaker for three adults 
with disabilities—two of her sons and her 
grandson. Because she was unable to work, the 
household used a patchwork of programs such 
as SNAP, Social Security Disability Insurance 
(SSDI), and private Christian charities in her 
city. Before the pandemic, she often had to 
make trade- offs between which bills to pay and 
was unable to consistently afford enough food 
for the household. However, after the pan-
demic began she received stimulus payments 
and an increase in her SNAP benefits. The novel 
forms of assistance were extremely helpful. 
Martha said,

Because of what was going on with COVID, 
the governor said for everybody to get the 
maximum amount of food stamps they qual-

ify for. We used to only get $200, but then all 
of a sudden, we’re getting $500. . . . So when 
he gave me the extra food stamps, I held on 
to them. . . . Instead of using cash for food, I 
used my extra food stamps. So I have been 
saving cash. . . . Up until this COVID thing 
happened, I didn’t have money to save. . . . 
The extra cash meant I was able to get neces-
sities that we’ve been going without. I bought 
towels and I bought curtains for my windows 
instead of having blankets over the window.

The SNAP expansion more than doubled her 
food budget, which allowed Martha to spend 
on household goods (such as towels, mat-
tresses, and an air conditioner) and pay utility 
bills. It also allowed her household to make 
Thanksgiving-  and Christmas- related pur-
chases for the first time in years. Martha was 
acutely aware that the increased aid was tem-
porary and had been trying to save money in 
preparation for the expected future reduction. 
Although the policy response to the pandemic 
allowed people like Martha to experience relief 
from chronic financial hardship, long- term 
economic strain and potential housing insecu-
rity remained.

Other AVP households had more mixed ex-
periences with increased government aid. In-
deed, the means- tested design of aid policies 
as well as the bureaucratic hassles associated 
with applying and qualifying made accessing 
aid difficult. Tonya, a young Black mother of 
two in her early twenties living in the South, 
had trouble keeping up with bills before the 
pandemic. Her husband worked in fast food 
and the household received SNAP benefits and 
Medicaid. For Tonya, the pandemic was “a 
blessing in disguise.” “Since we got [the stimu-
lus check] we was able to pay our rent,” Tonya 
explained. “When the check came for me, we 
have to pay all our bills and that was close to 
$500, because we had to pay the cable, and we 
had to get our phones back on because my doc-
tor calls my phone, everybody calls my phone.” 
In addition to paying overdue bills, Tonya also 
paid her family’s rent up front for several 
months. This was a welcome reprieve from the 
constant struggle to get by. But this blessing 
was more complicated than it first appeared. 
Tonya’s husband lost his job at the beginning 



214  b u i l d i n g  a n  o p e n  q u a l i t a t i v e  s c i e n c e

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

of the pandemic and was unable to get unem-
ployment benefits because he didn’t have a 
necessary form of identification. Without ac-
cess to unemployment benefits, their financial 
struggles reemerged as soon as the stimulus 
checks ran out. Even though they were paid up 
on rent and other bills, Tonya said she didn’t 
know how her family would cover these ex-
penses for next month.

Although most of the low- income house-
holds in our sample experienced some finan-
cial relief during the pandemic due to the ex-
pansion of social programs, some were 
financially devastated. Alex, a twenty- nine- year- 
old first generation Asian American living in 
the Midwest applied for Unemployment Insur-
ance during the pandemic. He said the pro-
gram initially provided him with enough 
money to live, in that he received $600 per week 
in addition to the normal unemployment pay-
ment. However, Alex had not realized that he 
did not qualify for Unemployment Insurance 
because he had quit his last job and not been 
fired from it. “I found out that all the money I 
accepted, I had to pay back,” he said. He owed 
the government thousands of dollars in addi-
tion to existing credit card debt, student loans, 
and car loans. “I wasn’t working at all. I was 
doing Instacart here and there and food deliv-
ery. . . . That was when I took out my 401(k), got 
a loan and stuff that [got me] into more debt to 
pay for things.”

Alex kept falling further and further behind 
on bills. At one point, he was two months be-
hind on rent. He was only able to keep a roof 
over his head with support from his family and 
funds from a local community organization. At 
the time of the interview, he had found stable 
housing by renting from a cousin at a below- 
market rate. He also found employment, but 
said that he still struggles to make ends meet 
and was unsure when or whether he would ever 
pay off the debts incurred during the pan-
demic. 

I’m trying to live my life so I can survive. It’s 
like when you’re put in that situation where 
you don’t have enough money, you don’t 
know where your food’s going or you don’t 
have enough money to buy gas or you have to 
keep using credit cards to pay for things, but 

then you’re only making the minimum pay-
ments but then the interest goes up. All that 
shit . . . it gets frustrating to want to live in a 
society where, as much as you try to work and 
work and work, there’s always something 
that’s going to happen to fuck you over.

In summary, even though the expansion of so-
cial safety net programs like unemployment 
and SNAP gave some low- income households 
more financial and housing security, these ben-
efits were short lived and not always easily ac-
cessed.

The Role of Social Ties and 
Networks During the Pandemic
When long- term relief was not available 
through federal programs, when eligibility was 
unclear, or when programs did not provide 
enough support, low- income households in the 
AVP sample had to find alternative ways to buf-
fer against housing insecurity. To do so, they 
often relied on their social networks.

Mary is a Latina woman living on the West 
Coast. Currently a DACA recipient, she immi-
grated with her family from Mexico when she 
was young. Before the pandemic, she worked 
as a substitute teacher and a server at a diner 
while taking classes for her teaching creden-
tial. However, after she lost both of these part- 
time jobs when the pandemic struck, she was 
left without any income from March 2020 
through August 2020. Even though Mary was 
technically qualified for Unemployment Insur-
ance, she didn’t apply for it until the end of 
June, more than three months after she be-
came unemployed. “I was trying not to [apply 
for Unemployment Insurance] because I 
didn’t want it to affect my green card applica-
tion, but I don’t really have a choice now,” she 
explained.

Mary could no longer afford her one- 
bedroom apartment, so moved back in with 
her mother and occasionally stays with her fi-
ancé’s family. Neither her mother nor her fi-
ancé’s family ask her to pay rent. In fact, they 
both regularly give her cash to meet her day- to- 
day needs. “It just felt weird because I felt like 
I had already reached the stage of adulthood 
where I was learning to be independent and 
then because of COVID, I have basically had to 
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rely on my mom full time. And it sucks because 
even right now . . . I can’t afford to move out.” 
Mary’s younger sister, Gina (who was also in-
terviewed for the AVP), described how their 
mother was temporarily laid off after a number 
of coworkers tested positive for COVID-19. “Our 
source of income was basically [my mother’s] 
coworkers helping us out. . . . They would bring 
us food, they would bring us a little bit of cash 
[so] that we can go grocery shopping,” Gina ex-
plained. “I’m extremely grateful for that. . . . 
They would help us with rent.” The family was 
able to pay for housing through interpersonal 
assistance but their overall financial situation 
remained precarious, and was exacerbated by 
Mary’s anxiety about applying for aid as a non-
citizen.

Even when they qualify, members of disad-
vantaged communities may be reluctant to 
seek aid for fear of stigmatization or running 
afoul of other regulatory agencies (Sherman 
2009), highlighting how inequalities can be 
perpetuated even in times of increased avail-
able aid (Cornelissen and Hermann 2023). Even 
though Mary did not apply for formal aid, she 
was able to survive because she was given cash 
and free housing from her wider social net-
work. But she noted that although these coping 
strategies allowed her to meet many day- to- day 
financial demands, she had depleted her sav-
ings and was unsure whether and when she 
and her fiancé might be able to live on their 
own.

Vanessa is a twenty- year- old biracial woman 
living in a small town in the South who de-
scribed a lifetime of housing insecurity and fre-
quent instability. After her parents divorced 
when she was a young child, Vanessa and her 
mother went through a cycle of homelessness, 
staying with friends or family, and living in 
cheap motels. Since 2019, they had been living 
with family—an aunt and uncle who had 
agreed to let them stay indefinitely.

Although Vanessa described this housing ar-
rangement as “a gift from God,” it was not with-
out its challenges. In addition to contributing 
to the rent, Vanessa and her mother do hours 
of housework and childcare every day. Vanes-
sa’s aunt will sometimes, unannounced, leave 
her children and Vanessa in the home for days, 
expecting Vanessa to care for her cousins. 

I clean up toys, I mop, sweep, clean the 
kitchen, clean the bathroom, do laundry, 
cook for when they come home. Yeah, that’s 
pretty much just my whole day. . . . Without a 
GED or a high school diploma, it’s hard for 
me to get a job. I can’t get a job to support 
myself or support my mom. . . . Then I don’t 
get paid to watch my cousins and stuff like 
that. It’s frustrating and hard, but it’s some-
thing I have to deal with until things get bet-
ter.

At the time of her interview in June 2020, 
COVID-19 was spreading throughout Vanessa’s 
eight- person household. “I’m pretty sure at this 
point, everybody in the house, including me 
are positive for Corona,” she explained. This 
was particularly dangerous for her mother, who 
has a host of medical conditions. “With every-
thing that’s going on medical- wise with my 
mom, she’s starting to have breathing issues 
and stuff like that.” As Vanessa’s case shows, 
even though doubling up may provide some re-
prieve from deeper housing insecurity, it also 
introduces novel risks—particularly during a 
public health emergency.

Ryan is a White man living in a rural area in 
the western United States with his wife and 
children. Ryan’s wife works at home caring for 
their four children, while Ryan, who has always 
wanted to be a chef, works intermittently in res-
taurants, construction, and manufacturing. He 
reported, “The cost of living here is too much. 
And the pay out here is not as good as it needs 
to be to afford to live here, so it’s been really 
rough.” Ryan said that he and his family had 
“struggled for a few years” before the pandemic 
but that they had “actually [been] able to get 
back up on our feet to where we didn’t owe any-
body money.” But then he lost his job when the 
pandemic began and spent “a month or two” 
at home. Ryan did not mention unemployment 
benefits during the interview. The interviewer 
estimated that Ryan received $1,067 in SNAP 
benefits and child- support payments from an 
ex- wife, which was not enough for his family 
of six to make ends meet. He said, “I got be-
hind where I owed people thousands of dollars 
because of having to borrow money to pay bills 
to make sure I had a roof over my head. . . . I 
sold vehicles, I had to sell personal items I 



216  b u i l d i n g  a n  o p e n  q u a l i t a t i v e  s c i e n c e

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

didn’t want to sell. I had to sell things from my 
house that meant a lot to me. I had to sell 
other things that were worth a lot more money 
for less money just because I got to pay the 
bills.”

In addition to selling his belongings, Ryan 
also relied on support from his family to make 
it through this crisis. “My mom and dad have 
been there for me and my wife through the 
years. They helped us out financially. They’ve 
helped us out with all kinds of things to where 
it’s been, no matter what I had family to rely 
on.” The combination of support from his par-
ents and selling belongings allowed Ryan and 
his family to catch up on bills, including rent. 
At the time of the interview, Ryan had started a 
job as an executive chef at a new restaurant and 
said that his family was no longer behind on 
their bills.

Other respondents had few or no social net-
work ties that would allow them to rely on fam-
ily or friends for housing or other resources. 
Ellen is a sixty- two- year- old White woman liv-
ing in a suburban area in the eastern United 
States. When she was fifty- four, her second hus-
band left her. “After twelve years, he came 
home and said that he was going to sell the 
house,” she explained. “I needed to leave, and 
he was moving. Since that time, eight years ago, 
I’ve been on my own.” She lived on $820 in SSDI 
each month, which she supplemented with 
part- time, low- wage jobs as a customer service 
representative and at a pet boarding service. 
Ellen explained that one of the boarding ser-
vice customers offered her a cheap place to 
rent. “I am renting a home from a former cli-
ent. Because she was a former client, I have in-
sanely reduced rent. [But] she’s moving back 
in, in a couple months and has let me know 
that she doesn’t want a roommate. . . . I really 
don’t want to move again, but I don’t have a 
choice.” Despite working thirty- five hours per 
week and receiving SSDI, Ellen may have a dif-
ficult time finding affordable housing in her 
area.

Vanessa and Ellen both highlight the chal-
lenges low- income households face when rely-
ing on social ties for housing- related aid. Power 
asymmetry between guests and hosts remained 
a salient issue for the housing insecure during 
the pandemic (Harvey 2018; Harvey, Dunifon, 

and Pilkauskas 2021). Vanessa is expected to do 
unpaid household labor and childcare in ex-
change for housing, which makes it impossible 
for her to gain financial independence. Ellen 
secured housing for a period of time, yet her 
housing stability rested solely on the goodwill 
of her former client. Moreover, a novel infec-
tious disease created new risks for doubled- up 
households.

The Role Landlord Flexibility 
During the Pandemic
Others who had difficulty accessing pandemic 
relief policies tried to get financial reprieve 
through their relationships with landlords. 
With such an unprecedented crisis, many re-
spondents reported that their landlords were 
willing to grant them flexibility when they had 
difficulty making rent. Isabel is a Black woman 
in her fifties living in the Midwest. She was in-
terviewed during the first few weeks of the pan-
demic, when pandemic aid policies were only 
just beginning. Isabel was furloughed from her 
job and immediately felt the strain on her fi-
nances. She qualified for an additional $600 in 
Unemployment Insurance each week through 
Pandemic Emergency Unemployment Com-
pensation, but she found it almost impossible 
to get quick access to the resources she needed. 
“You know what? That process was . . . at first 
it was a little difficult because, you know, it is 
hard to get in touch with them.” Isabel turned 
to a former coworker to learn how to navigate 
the unemployment system. With her cowork-
er’s guidance, Isabel was able to file her claim. 
She had not yet received checks and remained 
confused about the program. “I got the letter,” 
she explained. “I was approved for a certain 
amount which I didn’t understand. . . . [I think] 
I hit the wrong button, because that is not what 
they said—plus $600—that is not what they 
sent me. So we will see. I can provide. I am just 
going to wait until I see what I get.” But she 
needed relief quickly in order to keep up with 
her bills and maintain her housing. “I am going 
to be totally honest with you,” she said. “I am 
starting to worry about my future because I 
don’t have any savings.”

Isabel drew on her good relationship with 
her landlord. “I let them know that I am off 
work and for I don’t know how long,” she ex-
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4. Greg Iacurci, “He was stuck in unemployment ‘limbo’ for four months. Then came $23,000 in benefits,” CNBC 
Personal Finance, August 15, 2020, https://www.cnbc.com/2020/08/15/coronavirus-ma ns-23000-in 
-unemployment-pay-delayed-four-mont hs.html (accessed March 10, 2024).

plained. “And they told me not to worry about 
it. I am going to get a little bit of income and I 
am going to certainly pay them, and they said, 
‘Just work. Don’t worry about it.’ They just want 
everybody to be safe and healthy at this time 
and that is great. I think that is wonderful.” Is-
abel alluded to the fact that the pandemic 
played a role in her landlord’s flexibility. “The 
landlords, property managers are really under-
standing, especially at this time,” she ex-
plained. For Isabel, relief from the federal or 
state government wasn’t quick enough but her 
landlord seemed to understand and she felt se-
cure in her tenure for now.

Isabel’s case illustrates a common refrain 
from low- income renters in the AVP. Despite 
the influx of government funds available for 
pandemic relief, individuals who qualified for 
state or federal aid found it difficult to maneu-
ver through all the bureaucratic hoops needed 
to gain access to benefits. Even when house-
holds did successfully navigate the system, they 
encountered critical delays. Reports from that 
time estimated that less than 40 percent of peo-
ple who had successfully submitted Unemploy-
ment Insurance payments had received pay-
ments within twenty- one days, a stark contrast 
to the more than 90 percent of filers receiving 
payments within that time before the pan-
demic.4 For many who qualified, government 
programs failed to provide timely relief. Isabel 
needed to rely on her former coworker and her 
landlord for help and largess while awaiting 
her entitlements.

Robert is a White man in his fifties living 
alone in the Midwest. The pandemic drastically 
affected his income. Before the pandemic, he 
reported receiving $800 per month in overtime 
pay. But his work had cut overtime and he ex-
plained, “I’m having a lot harder time making 
ends meet. And part of that is because of where 
I work at, I’m not getting any overtime. So, at 
just straight time at $14.75 an hour for forty 
hours a week, I roughly take home about $448 
(per week) after taxes are done.” Robert said he 
was in a tough spot financially, leaving him to 
strategize which bills to pay and which to put 

off each month. “There are times when I have 
to decide, am I going to eat? Am I going to put 
gas in the car? Well, I got to put gas in the car 
because I have to get back and forth to work, 
otherwise, I don’t have any money.” Robert’s 
predicament highlights a different type of chal-
lenge for low- income renters during the pan-
demic. Although he didn’t lose his job, he did 
lose overtime and the additional income he re-
lied on to pay his bills. Despite this financial 
hardship, Robert was still working full time 
and therefore did not qualify for means- tested 
programs in his state.

However, the unprecedented nature of the 
crisis provided some opportunities for Robert 
to ask for flexibility from lenders. 

[If] I’m not going to be able to pay that this 
month, let me call him and see if I can get 
them to move that. As a matter of fact, I just 
did that with my car payment a couple 
months ago. And I said, “Is there any way we 
can take this month’s payment and move it to 
the end of the loan?” And the guy is like, “Let 
me check things out.” [And he] comes back on 
the phone and says, “You know what? We’ll 
do that for two months.” . . . I’ve done that 
with other bills where I’ve called up some-
body I’ve owed and said, “Hey, I know you 
have a real tough time here and it’s because 
of COVID. Is it possible that we can either re-
duce the payment or move the payment to the 
end?” But for the most part, people have been 
really helpful about that and like, “Yeah, sure, 
not a problem.”

Although the pandemic exacerbated Robert’s 
financial precarity, he has used the pandemic 
in successfully negotiating for new terms on his 
existing debts.

In both Isabel’s and Robert’s cases, their 
landlords did not alert them to any pandemic- 
related rent relief policies. The landlords them-
selves may have been unaware of such policies, 
but it is also possible that landlords were more 
willing to make informal arrangements with 
tenants who kept some portion of rent pay-

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/08/15/coronavirus-mans-23000-in-unemployment-pay-delayed-four-months.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/08/15/coronavirus-mans-23000-in-unemployment-pay-delayed-four-months.html
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ments flowing. Landlords may have preferred 
new terms on existing leases in lieu of inform-
ing tenants of pandemic policies, such as evic-
tion moratoria, that would have empowered 
tenants to make other decisions about when 
and how much rent to pay.

Tom is a divorced White man in his mid- 
thirties living with one of his two sons in an 
apartment in the western United States. 
Throughout his adult life he had experienced 
bouts of financial strain. He reported being 
heavily in debt and owing child- support pay-
ments. The pandemic had thrown his house-
hold into crisis when his hours working at a 
furniture company were cut. To stay afloat, 
Tom often strategically pays a portion of his 
bills, even if he cannot pay them in full. “So, for 
instance, in order to pay what I could with the 
more essential things, I would pay half on the 
phone bill. Then out of my next check, [I] pay 
the other half plus the late fee. It’s more expen-
sive that way, but it’s the only way that I can 
balance my budget with what I have to work 
with when I have it,” Tom explained. “So, for 
instance, I didn’t pay utilities last month. So 
[now] I’m gonna try to chip away at that. These 
are all things that I was expecting with the tax 
return [and stimulus check] to be able to at 
least break even on and start afresh for the 
year.” Both his tax return and his stimulus were 
garnished to pay child support for his second 
son, of whom he is a noncustodial parent. Like 
Robert, Tom is also strategically managing late 
payments on a variety of bills and debts. Many 
states, including the ones both men live in, pro-
vided protections for certain types of bills in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Tom’s 
state in the Northwest provided some utilities 
assistance programs and put policies in place 
that prevented utilities from disconnecting cli-
ents for nonpayment. However, late payments 
continue to accumulate and eventually need to 
be paid in full when protections end. Although 
these pandemic- era programs provided crucial 
short- term relief for low- income renters like 
Tom, they are temporary.

In addition to struggling to pay his bills, 
Tom relies on flexibility from his landlord to 
stay housed. At the time of the interview he was 
behind on rent, owing $600. He explained that 
his landlord “knows I’m good for it. She sees 

me get up and go to work every day. I commu-
nicate with her regularly. . . . She’s actually 
been very cool through all of this, understand-
ing that I have to cycle some debt for a little 
while until I can stabilize when things hope-
fully go back to normal. . . . If it weren’t for the 
fact that my landlord is being good and work-
ing with me, we’d probably be on the brink of 
homelessness.” Tom knows that his landlord’s 
generosity has limits. When asked whether he 
thinks she will continue to be understanding, 
he replied, “Depends on if I continue to live up 
to the plan that I proposed to her.” He is hoping 
for a large tax return in the next year to reset 
and “start afresh.” Although some landlords 
can occasionally set aside profit maximization 
to work out plans with tenants, Tom’s situation 
is fundamentally unstable in the long term, de-
pending mostly on his landlord’s largess.

The stories of Tom, Robert, and Isabel high-
light the importance of considering how the 
pandemic shaped housing insecurity and 
household finances. Their experiences suggest 
that the pandemic indirectly shaped strategies 
to address housing insecurity by mobilizing 
their loose ties with landlords and lenders. 
These relationships provided immediate relief, 
but they also put tenants in a precarious long- 
term position. Unless their household finances 
change, their housing stability depends on the 
good will of others.

discussion
Housing insecurity was on the rise before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, but the public health 
emergency deepened patterns of instability. Ac-
knowledging the dramatic changes in the hous-
ing market and the economy in 2020, this ar-
ticle used AVP interviews to examine how 
low- income households experienced housing 
insecurity during the early part of the pan-
demic. We find that the nature of housing in-
security did not fundamentally change. Low- 
income households continued to be anxious 
about paying rent and were forced to move for 
similar reasons documented in pre- pandemic 
research (see DeLuca and Rosen 2022). Further-
more, we did not find that the pandemic 
changed low- income households’ strategies for 
mitigating housing insecurity. Households re-
lied on their social networks in various ways to 
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avoid eviction or buffer against major housing- 
related changes to their finances. There were 
some differences in how low- income renter 
households navigated their relationships with 
their landlords during the pandemic. Addition-
ally, low- income households in our sample 
benefited from novel state expenditures during 
the public health crisis.

Research before the pandemic indicated 
that government housing assistance was gener-
ally effective at reducing housing insecurity for 
households who could get it. Public housing 
and Housing Choice Vouchers can provide af-
fordable and stable housing but are simply not 
available to most households with acute hous-
ing needs. Rental assistance made available 
through the CARES Act and ARPA, as well as the 
expansion of the existing social safety net pro-
grams, helped some low- income households in 
the AVP sample avoid housing insecurity dur-
ing the pandemic. Collectively, COVID-19 re-
lated policies made more than $46 billion in 
emergency rental assistance available to eligi-
ble renters and allocated billions more for 
emergency housing vouchers.

Despite this influx of billions of federal dol-
lars to alleviate housing insecurity, renters in 
our sample rarely mentioned these programs 
as they discussed their housing situations. Sim-
ilarly, they rarely discussed policies such as the 
eviction moratorium, rental assistance, and 
pauses on utility disconnection. By contrast, 
many participants talked about the impact of 
other social programs that did not directly tar-
get housing, such as expansions in Unemploy-
ment Insurance, SNAP benefits, and stimulus 
payments. There are at least two potential ex-
planations for this absence. On one hand, it is 
possible that despite all of this public invest-
ment in housing programs in the wake of 
COVID-19, many of the participants in the AVP 
sample simply did not access these programs, 
which therefore did little to improve housing 
insecurity. On the other hand, it is possible that 
people received these benefits without know-
ing or parsing the direct source. Interviewees 
may refer to resources they received without at-
tributing it to any particular program. For ex-
ample, programs providing health insurance 
were routinely described as medical assistance 
rather than specified as Medicare, Medicaid, or 

another government- specific program. Because 
federal dollars are often distributed through 
state and local government and organizations, 
and the amorphous character of these pro-
grams produces a fragmented constituency 
where recipients are unable to identify the 
sources of their aid, rental assistance flowing 
through COVID relief funds may not have been 
understood as such. This could have policy 
feedback effects and potentially limit future 
public pressure for federal aid, particularly sur-
rounding housing. 

Taken together, our work demonstrates how 
pandemic increases in government aid, by pro-
viding more financial stability overall, gave 
some households, though not all, a reprieve 
from the constant stress of living paycheck to 
paycheck. However, the means- tested nature of 
these programs and their administrative bur-
dens left many people in need without crucial 
support.

Limitations
Although the data from the AVP enabled us to 
peer into the lives of low- income households 
as they address housing insecurity, the analysis 
has two important limitations: the trade- off of 
breadth versus depth and the limited size of the 
final sample.

AVP interviews provide a great deal of 
breadth in understanding the financial lives of 
respondents but limited opportunity for re-
searchers to explore processes of housing inse-
curity in great depth. Most interviews touched 
on housing issues, but only a handful explored 
them in detail. Where we, as housing scholars, 
may have asked follow- up questions at specific 
moments during the interviews, AVP interview-
ers largely kept to the script. This limitation is 
significant. Opportunities were ample for in-
terviewers with deeper knowledge of housing 
programs and policies to ask follow- up ques-
tions that could have provided more data on 
housing insecurity. When interviewees were 
confused about the source of their assistance 
or the types of government program used, a 
more experienced housing researcher might 
have clarified confusion with the interviewee. 
A more housing- centric research project could 
have drawn on theories and research, including 
those presented in this article, to ask more di-
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rectly about housing insecurity and the effect 
of public policy on housing outcomes. In short, 
the AVP’s greatest strength turns out also to be 
its weakness. The breadth of the survey left lit-
tle room for in- depth probing on all of the 
many topics that interviews covered.

In contrast, a distinct advantage of the AVP 
is its sample size and sampling logic. In a typi-
cal qualitative research project, the research 
team is unable to interview such a large, na-
tionally representative sample of respondents. 
That said, given the subsample that our ques-
tion required, we ultimately relied on a rela-
tively small number of respondents: low- 
income renters who were interviewed after the 
start of the pandemic. Given the time- intensive 
nature of reading these transcripts and coding 
the full transcripts for housing- related issues, 
especially given that members of our research 
team were not involved in the data collection 
process, the large sample of the AVP was ulti-
mately of limited use. In fact, given the re-
sources invested in reading and coding tran-
scripts, our research team may have been better 
off conducting fewer in- depth interviews, 
building from our first critique, than relying on 
the larger, broader sample of the AVP. Too of-
ten, the transcripts contained very little infor-
mation about housing and the breadth of top-
ics covered meant few opportunities to probe 
on housing- related topics when they arose. 
This limited our ability to make systematic 
claims about variation (such as by race- 
ethnicity, location, household composition, 
age, documentation status) in the experiences 
of low- income renter households. We were un-
able to understand more systematically the 
ways that demographic characteristics or geo-
graphic locations affected the ability of sample 
households to maintain stable housing during 
the pandemic. Nevertheless, the interview da-
tabase may prove to be a treasure trove for top-
ics that are more prominently featured in the 
interviews.

Even with these limitations, the AVP stands 
alone as a unique large- scale qualitative dataset 
using careful national sampling, transparent 
data collection processes, and the best prac-
tices of interviewing. Future work with this da-
taset will be most successful if it is guided by 
questions that are centrally featured in the in-

terview guide and make use of the large sample 
size to take full advantage of the strengths of 
the dataset.

conclusion
Using a novel large- scale qualitative dataset, we 
examine experiences of housing insecurity dur-
ing the pandemic. Interestingly, even though 
housing insecurity increased during this pe-
riod for many low- income renters, households’ 
responses to the instability did not change dra-
matically. That is, households relied on many 
of the same strategies documented in the lit-
erature: social ties and doubling up, negotiat-
ing with landlords, and reliance on housing 
and financial assistance programs. Despite this 
continuity, some key differences related to each 
of these strategies during the pandemic were 
apparent. Doubling up proved especially diffi-
cult and straining on both guests and hosts 
during the public health emergency; landlords 
were at times more willing to negotiate than in 
nonemergency times; and respondents re-
ported that increased nonhousing aid created 
new opportunities for housing security.

Ultimately though, our findings demon-
strate that even an enormous public health 
shock did not fundamentally change the nature 
of housing insecurity in the United States. We 
argue that this is the case for two reasons. First, 
housing insecurity was already dire among low- 
income Americans. The housing affordability 
crisis predates the pandemic and low- income 
renters have been crafting strategies to find and 
keep affordable housing for quite some time. 
So, although housing insecurity threatened 
many more Americans than it had in the past, 
it did so in fairly nonnovel ways. Second, fed-
eral and local programs launched to address 
housing insecurity may have actually accom-
plished some of what they set out to do: prevent 
a tsunami of evictions and mitigate some of the 
worst housing outcomes.

Our findings show that challenges to main-
taining stable housing are deeply intertwined 
with household finances more generally. Low- 
income households face a great deal of finan-
cial strain and the cost of housing is a central 
component of this strain. Increased direct cash 
support via non- housing- related programs 
helped stabilize housing for many of our re-
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spondents, demonstrating the need for and vi-
ability of expanding existing cash transfer pro-
grams. The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 
showed that the government can expand aid 
that helps stabilize low- income households. It 
should continue to do so in the effort to com-
bat housing insecurity and poverty more gener-
ally.
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