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The emotional scale represents the highs and lows felt by seniors in this journey. Positive values represent the highs or happy emotions. 
Negative values indicate the lows or feelings of confusion, anxiety, frustration and hopelessness. The vertical bar represents the range of 
emotions possible for a given stage and the circle on the bar indicates the most commonly felt emotion for the given stage.
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America’s Rental Housing: Evolving Markets and Needs (https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/research-
areas/reports/americas-rental-housing-evolving-markets-and-needs),  
Joint Center for Housing Studies, December 9, 2013.

Many seniors are able to afford housing 
until a sudden or significant change 
in circumstance makes their situation 
unaffordable and/or unsustainable.

They rely on their support networks to learn 
about affordable options. People they know 
that are already in affordable housing tell 
them about the good deal they’ve found.

Seniors apply to affordable apartments in 
locations they hope will meet their needs. 
Some are good fits, others are backups.

Seniors may apply to the waitlist for multiple 
properties, but still need to secure housing 
while they wait. They move in with children or 
find roommates to stretch their income. They 
may skip the doctor or not leave the house to 
save money.

With enough time and luck they get to  
the top of the waitlist and an apartment 
becomes available. 

For voucher holders, this is the beginning of a 
long and often frustrating process of finding a 
place to live. 

Seniors schedule an in-person interview with  
the site manager and gather documents  
to verify eligibility. 

Activities include:

• Filling out forms 

• Agreeing to criminal and credit checks

They tour the site and see the unit. 

It may take more than a month to get a move-
in date.

Timing isn’t predictable so seniors may need 
to pay rent at both apartments for first month, 
on top of other costs. 

Family and friends usually help seniors move.

Seniors are motivated not to be a burden on 
their families by:
• Maintaining their health

• Not going out to avoid costs.

• Limiting their activities for safety

• Avoiding get scammed

On-site activities can help them engage with 
others and stay active.

Can stay in affordable housing as long 
as the unit is subsidized and passes 
inspections, except when:

• Too frail to live on their own

• Mental and memory health 
deteriorate so they can no longer 
safely stay

• Become ineligible or violate their 
rental agreement.

Not paying rent, repeatedly breaking 
rules, and allowing unauthorized 
people access to the unit can be 
grounds for eviction.Applicants must respond to notices and 

update their information annually for each 
waitlist or risk removal from the list.

Many seniors check in with site managers 
frequently in person or by phone.

You have to be very lucky to find a new 
building or one that has an open waitlist. Many 
public housing options have preferences for 
seniors but still have long waitlists. 

Their children sometimes do research for 
them, and if they are already homeless,  
a caseworker may make referrals. 

Dealing with personal loss and personal 
housing crisis at the same time.

Worried about becoming a burden or 
financial drain on family.

Very difficult to learn about the housing 
options that are available to low income 
elderly citizens, and their success is 
often determined by luck.

Information not tailored to seniors.

No awareness of housing 
counseling services.

Vulnerable to bad acting lenders 
selling reverse mortgages.

Finding affordable housing is a complex 
process that HUD programs don’t 
support well. 

No single source of information about 
properties that have open waitlists.

Visiting multiple properties in different 
locations is physically demanding.

Communications and applications often 
are only in English.

Few housing options where they  
want to live.

Living in a temporary, even deteriorating, 
situation without knowing when the wait 
will end. 

Seniors sometimes can’t read the 
notification that is written only in English.

For voucher holders it is difficult to figure 
out what places accept vouchers and 
have availability.

Confusion about what’s considered an 
income source.

Uncertainty about eligibility 
requirements. 

Security deposit and advance rent 
leaves them in more debt.

May need to pay double rent when 
they couldn’t provide enough notice at 
current property. 

Inspections can delay moving in.

There are no funds to conduct injury 
assessments that can prevent injuries.

Not enough or no support for their 
emotional and wellness needs

Not enough or no support for  
their complex mental and physical  
health issues. 

Limited mobility due to health, lack of 
on-site parking, and poor or infrequent 
access to public transportation.

Feeling uncomfortable asking friends and 
family for  help if they are farther away. 

Living at a property with mixed 
generations is uncomfortable.

Can’t get a timely or direct answer about 
their housing issues.

Difficult to complete annual 
recertifications without assistance. 

SSI payments don’t always line up with 
rent due dates, so residents have to get 
ahead by a month so their rent is not 
consistently late.

Extended hospital stays can cause 
overdue rent and lead to eviction.

Seniors can be evicted if  
family members break rules 
on the property.

Subsidy contracts can lapse, 
or public housing units are 
demolished forcing residents 
to find new homes.

For online waitlists, recalling their 
username/password every year  
can be hard.

Updating information on multiple, 
separate waitlists is troublesome.

Have to fill out multiple applications even 
though information is nearly the same.

May have to pay multiple application fees. 

Dependency on email/technology 
access can make it difficult to complete/
update applications online.

Can’t find reliable or thorough 
information about properties,  
waitlists, applications. It’s not  
clear how it all works.

Can’t get a straight or consistent answer 
when they call HUD with questions.

Frustrated to learn that after a lifetime 
of paying taxes, now that they need 
assistance, nothing is available.

APARTMENT 
OFFICES

APARTMENT 
OFFICES

APARTMENT 
OFFICES

APARTMENT 
OFFICES

APARTMENT 
#114

APARTMENT 
#2

APARTMENT 
#1

“ Where am I going to 
get this money?”

“ I waited so long to get this 
place, and I don’t want to 
complain about my situation.”

“ I don’t feel safe going 
out; it’s so dark. I’ll just 
stay at home.”

“ My teacher’s pension 
isn’t enough and rental 
costs keep going up.”

“ I have friends living 
here, and it’s close to 
my doctor and shops!”

“ They aren’t even 
taking applications.”

“ Every year I have to tell them I’m still 
interested and I have to remember 
to update my information with them 
whenever anything changes.”

“ It’s the best day of 
my life!”

“ You should try finding a 
place in my building. I only 
pay $250 per month.”

“ I want to find a place near 
my children, with open 
space, and someplace to 
park my car.”

After all this waiting, what 
if I’m not eligible or can’t 
afford the fees? I’m not sure 
what I’m agreeing to.

There’s finally a place available 
but it has stairs and it might be 
hard for me. If I turn it down I 
don’t know how long I’ll have to 
wait for another opportunity. 

I’m so happy to have a nice 
place that I can actually 
afford. I hope I can stay 
here forever.

I don’t know how long I will 
be here—I’m not sure how 
I will pay my rent.

+5

+4

+3

+2

+1

0

-1

-2

-3

-4

-5

EXIT:

No longer 
eligible for 
assistance.

EXIT:

Do not submit their 
complete application.

EXIT:

Reject or fail to 
respond to offer.

EXIT:

There are no readily available 
homes to move-in. They wait 
and watch for the waitlists to 
open up.

ELIGIBLE SENIOR 
POPULATION

EXIT:

Recover from 
precipitating event.

EXIT:

Become homeless.

LEARN ABOUT HOUSING OPTIONS

HAVE A NEED

EXIT:

Does not respond 
to annual update.

~5–10 YEARS

WAIT

START APPLICATION COMPLETE APPLICATION

MOVE-INGET NOTIFIED

LEAVE

EXIT:

Evicted or no 
longer eligible 
for assistance

LIVE

26% of the eligible senior 
population benefits from 
HUD-assisted housing.

1

EXPLORE OPTIONS APPLY AND WAIT ACCEPT AND MOVE-IN LIVE

Seniors who can no longer afford housing from traditional sources rely on their 
support networks to learn about housing options and make the best decision for 
their situation. Those without support networks are particularly vulnerable.

The scarcity of affordable housing across the country means long waitlists of interested 
applicants. People have to wait and watch for the opportunity to submit an application 
during short windows of time. Some waitlists open once a year, but it is not uncommon 
for a waitlist to open only once every 10 years. Seniors need to find housing they can 
make do with while they wait for the opportunity to join a waitlist.

Seniors are excited and grateful if they are finally notified of an available 
apartment, but not every opportunity works out and they worry they will end 
up back on the waitlist or worse.

Seniors appreciate that they are finally able to live in a location they can afford 
without feeling like a burden to friends and family. They are strongly motivated 
to remain healthy and self-sufficient so they are able to stay.

THE JOURNEY TO AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR SENIORS
Customer Journey Mapping is a way to walk in the shoes of end-customers and intermediaries; to understand all interactions they have, and the emotional and functional pain points they experience along the way. It helps program managers identify the areas where 
their customers struggle and what changes need to happen to alleviate those pain points. This document represents the journey of very low income seniors, ages 62+, as an example of the common experiences of all citizens seeking affordable housing.
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