
 

Intergenerational Home Sharing 

and Public Benefits: 

Barriers and Potential Solutions 

Intergenerational home sharing matches community-
dwelling older adults who have spare rooms (“hosts”) to 
share with graduate students (“guests”). NYU has 
partnered with New York Foundation for Senior Citizens 
to match older and younger adults through an algorithm 
that assesses the best match based on geographic, 
financial, and personal preferences.  

The objectives of this intergenerational home sharing 
program are to a) promote economic security among 
younger and older adults, b) bolster the ability to age-in-
place and age-with-community, c) foster intergenerational 
cohesion, and d) increase social capital between 
generations.1  

Matches may take many different forms but we focus on 
two models that may cause additional concerns due to 
public benefits:  

(1) Simply home share. Purely economic 
transactions, in which guests contribute a portion 
of monthly housing costs.  

(2) Income and service exchange. Economic 
transactions that incorporate a service exchange 
whereby guests reduce their monthly contributions 
by offering socialization or extra assistance with 
household chores.  

Barriers to Home Sharing Implementation 

Despite their potential to address the critical needs of two 
age cohorts, intergenerational home sharing programs 
encounter multiple barriers to successful implementation. 
Among these is host recruitment. In a survey conducted 
by the National Shared Housing Resource Center in 
2011, more than 80% of match-up home sharing 
programs reported an imbalance in the pool of potential 
hosts and guests, with the demand for extra rooms overall 
exceeding the supply.2 This holds true for the program 
operated by the nonprofit organization New York 
Foundation for Senior Citizens (NYFSC) in New York City 
since 1981. As a result, the NYFSC has historically made 
a limited number of new matches every year; that number 
amounted to 49 in 2018. 

Recent host recruitment efforts by the NYFSC and its 
partner, the NYU Silver School of Social Work, have 
raised myriad issues that may prevent older New Yorkers 
from applying to an intergenerational home sharing 
program, including age-related stereotypes, perceived 
vulnerability to crime, and the stigma of loneliness. 
Among the most intractable is the concern about the 
potential loss of public benefits, a barrier documented as 
early as 1983, during a hearing before the U.S. House 
Select Committee on Aging.  

 “An exchange of services in homesharing…often 
jeopardizes such benefits to homeowners and tenants as 
SSI and food stamps. That is a real issue for our people.”  

Testimony of a Shared Housing Program 
Executive Director 3 

Impact of Public Benefit Programs Eligibility 
Requirements on Host Recruitment  

Participation in home sharing jeopardizes some older 
adults’ access to such means-tested government 
programs as Supplementary Security Income (SSI), the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
Medicaid, and the Senior Citizen Rent Increase 
Exemption (SCRIE) program. Host candidates who are 
enrolled in these programs risk losing essential benefits if 
they collect monthly housing cost contributions that raise 
their annual income above established financial limits for 
eligibility (Table 1.) 

Take, for example, a single 75-year-old woman with an 
annual gross income of $8,500. If she were to collect $900 
a month from a home sharing guest over the course of 
one year, she would no longer qualify for SSI, SNAP, or 
Medicaid.  Exclusion from these safety net programs 
would amount to, on average, a loss of $25,938 in public 
benefits — 2.5 times the annual total of contributions from 
her guest (please see Table 2 for a breakdown of benefits 
by program.) This deficit negates any financial incentive 
to share her home.  

* Value of benefit increases with length of time in program 

The negative impact of public benefit program eligibility 
requirements on home sharing host recruitment is 
especially relevant in New York City, where enrollment 
rates in SNAP, Medicaid, and SCRIE are moderate. 
Nearly half (47.8%) of New York City households with a 
resident age 60 or older receive SNAP.12 About 31% of 
New Yorkers ages 65 and older have Medicaid13 and 43% 
of the 121,729 households who qualify for SCRIE are 
signed up.14 

Table 1 Financial thresholds for public benefit 
programs in New York City (Single 65+ 
households) 

Program 
Government 

level 
Ann. gross 

income 

SSI Federal/State $9,4084 
SNAP  Federal $18,7445 
Medicaid State $10,5006 
SCRIE City $50,0007 

Table 2 Average annual benefits for older adults 
enrolled in government programs 

Program Average annual benefits 

SSI $5,3528 
SNAP  $1,4889 
Medicaid $19,09810 

SCRIE* $1,344-$5,84411 

https://www.nyuchai.org/


 

Potential Solutions 

The NYU team has identified the following three potential 
solutions to public benefit programs as a barrier to the 
recruitment of home sharing hosts.  

(1) Policy change: Advocating on the local and 
federal levels to categorize home sharing 
contributions as exemptions to taxable income 
factored into public benefit program eligibility. 

(2) Social and case work referrals: Refer interested 
older adults upon first inquiry to case managers 
and social workers who can help them calculate 
the impact of participation on their finances. 

(3) Market segmentation: Target outreach to older 
adults who do not qualify for most government 
programs but struggle with financial insecurity. 

Policy change. Federal law requires that taxpayers 
include the fair market value of goods or services 
exchanged via bartering, such as household labor and 
housing, in their annual gross income.17 Had it gained any 
momentum in the House, the Shared Housing Residents 
Assistance Act of 1983 would have created a partial 
loophole for home sharing hosts by amending the Social 
Security Act to exclude from unearned income (for the 
purpose of determining SSI eligibility) any service 
exchange between unrelated members of a shared 
household.18 The reintroduction and passage of this 
legislation — modified to amend not only the Social 
Security Act but the Federal Food Stamp Act of 1964 — 
would increase the appeal of home sharing matches 
incorporating both income and service exchange. 

Federal tax law also stipulates that total cash wages paid 
to any unrelated household employee exceeding $2100 
annually are subject to Social Security and Medicare 
taxes, which means guests and hosts who are still 
working owe 7.65% each.19 Cities and states can levy 
additional taxes. It is unclear, however, whether 
governments consider rent reductions in exchange for 
services as cash wages. Cities and states can introduce 
legislation that exempts such services from taxes to 
facilitate income and service exchange home sharing. 

Social and case work referrals. Every older adult’s 
financial situation is unique, and for some, the need for 
companionship may exceed that for monetary support. 
Case managers and social workers can help potential 
hosts determine the risks of participation, weigh the pros 
and cons of losing certain benefits, and calculate a 
monthly compensation fee that preserves at least some 
of their benefits. 

Market segmentation. One in three older adults live in the 
gap between the federal poverty level, which establishes 
eligibility for many means-tested public benefit programs, 
and the Elder Economic Security Index, a geographically-
sensitive indicator that defines the income level at which 
older adults can pay for their necessary living expenses 
and age at home without relying on benefit programs, 

gifts, or loans15 (See Figure 1). An estimated 60% of older 
adult households also struggle with debt, the median 
value of which was $31,300 in 2016.16 

Figure 1. Elder Economic Security Rate among Single 
Older Adults in New York State, 2019 16 

Home sharing programs can target this population by 
conducting in-person and mail outreach in census tracts 
where poverty rates are low but the percentage of 
households paying 35% or more of their income on rent, 
residents ages 60 and older, single-family households, 
and housing units with two or more bedrooms are high. 
They can also advertise their services through approved 
credit counseling agencies. 

Conclusion 

While the NYU-New York Foundation for Senior Citizens 
intergenerational home sharing program has great 
potential to improve the wellbeing of younger and older 
adults by strengthening intergenerational bonds, it faces 
numerous structural and cultural barriers to successful 
implementation. This brief has explored the impact of 
public benefit program eligibility requirements on host 
recruitment and provided three potential solutions to 
address this barrier.   
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