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The United States is currently facing a deepening housing
affordability crisis, with conditions deteriorating to record
lows. Today, nearly half of all US renters and over a quarter of
homeowners are severely cost-burdened, often spending over
half their gross income on housing. In part as a result, the US
is experiencing a historic rise in homelessness.

The primary drivers of this crisis include:
A severe shortage of affordable housing supply.
Housing costs rising significantly faster than incomes.
High interest rates.
Systemic barriers such as climate change, construction
labor shortages, and complex, underfunded local and
federal programs.

Despite some recent domestic policy efforts, existing
government subsidies and development incentives remain
insufficient, frequently contributing to racial segregation and
concentrated poverty.

The US Housing Context

The Japanese "Proof Point"
In stark contrast, Japan has achieved some of the best
housing outcomes in the developed world. Despite operating
as a high-cost, high-density environment, Japan maintains
strong housing affordability and remarkably low rates of
homelessness.

Crucially, the full paper argues that Japan serves as a vital
"proof point" that affordable urban living can be achieved
largely through significant private and quasi-public housing
supply. Japan succeeds by balancing an aggressive, market-
driven housing supply strategy with strong social and tenant
safety nets.

While the political and geographic landscapes of the US and
Japan differ, Japanese insights offer highly adaptable
strategies for US state and local leaders looking to reform
their housing markets:

Key Lessons & Adaptable Strategies
for US Policymakers

1. Flexible, Simplified Land-Use and Zoning
Unlike the highly fragmented and restrictive local zoning laws
in the US, Japan relies on centralized building standards and
flexible zoning. US policymakers should look to simplify land-
use policies to eliminate unhelpful red tape, accelerate the
permitting process, and allow for higher-density development
in sought-after urban areas, especially to promote dense,
mixed-use, and transit-oriented development.

2. Robust Tenant Protections
Japan proves that pro-development, supply-side policies do
not have to come at the expense of renters. The US should
pair zoning reform with robust, national- or state-level tenant
protections. Protecting renters while expanding supply
creates a reliable and stable housing ecosystem.

3. Incentivizing Private Rental Investment
To organically expand the rental housing stock, US policy
can adopt Japanese-style incentives that encourage
individual (and nonprofit) investments in rental properties,
diversifying who supplies housing and increasing the total
available inventory.

4. Adequate Income Supports & Automation of Benefits
Housing affordability is also a function of income. Japan
effectively utilizes expeditious income supports, alongside
universal health coverage, to keep populations housed. US
administrators should focus on modernizing the social
protection system, specifically through the automation of
public benefit eligibility. Reducing the administrative burden
on working-class and low-income families ensures that
housing assistance and social insurance are reliably
accessed by those who need them most.

The US must structurally reform how housing is built and
regulated, while ensuring adequate public benefits and
incomes for all. By looking to Japan, US policymakers at the
federal, state, and local levels can chart a new path forward.
Combining simplified, flexible zoning that unleashes private
housing supply with automated income supports and robust
tenant protections provides a proven, evidence-based
roadmap to achieving long-term housing affordability for
American working- and middle-class families.

Conclusion
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