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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  

Building on the Worcester Regional Research Bureau’s 

prior brief, Housing Production Plan Explainer, which 

provided an overview of the City’s diagnosis of 

Worcester’s key housing challenges, its stated goals, and 

the specific strategies proposed to address them, this 

report moves beyond description to deeper analysis. While 

the earlier brief was designed to support public 

understanding of the Housing Production Plan (HPP), this 

report examines the plan within a broader analytical 

framework, highlighting its most consequential findings 

and assessing their implications. 

Specifically, this report situates Worcester’s housing 

challenges and production targets within the national and 

statewide context of a growing housing affordability crisis. 

Drawing on a wide range of research—including national 

affordability gap analysis, statewide housing plans, and 

independent analyses of Gateway Cities—it considers how 

Worcester’s needs fit within a broader context of long-

term underproduction, rising costs, and demographic 

shifts. 

WHY HOUSING IS UNAFFORDABLE: THE STATE OF THE 

CRISIS 

The report begins by establishing the severity of the 

housing affordability crisis facing both Massachusetts and 

Worcester, where rising housing costs have increasingly 

outpaced wages, placing sustained pressure on renters 

and homeowners alike. 

• Forty percent of all Worcester households and half 

of renter households are cost-burdened, spending 

more than 30 percent of their income on housing; one 

in four residents is extremely cost-burdened, spending 

more than half of their income on housing. 

• Massachusetts has the second-highest housing 

wage in the nation; a full-time worker must earn 

$44.84 per hour to afford a typical two-bedroom 

apartment while keeping housing costs at or below 30 

percent of income. 

• Even in Worcester’s most “affordable” housing ZIP 

codes, renters must earn well above the $15 per 

hour minimum wage—sometimes nearly double—

to afford market rents. 

• Affording the median two-bedroom apartment in 

Worcester requires an annual household income of 

roughly $60,000-$70,000, while the median renter 

earns only $40,000-$45,000. 

•  Worcester faces a deficit of more than 8,500 rental 

units affordable to households earning below 30 

percent of Area Median Income, while shortages of 

higher-income housing push wealthier households 

into older, middle-priced units, driving up prices 

across the market. 

• As reported by MassINC’s Gateway Cities Housing 

Monitor, in 2025 Worcester had an estimated 

$241,000 financial gap in the construction of rental 

units at median rents. 

AN AGING POPULATION AND A CHANGING 

HOUSEHOLD LANDSCAPE 

The report next examines how demographic change is 

reshaping housing demand in Worcester and intensifying 

existing affordability pressures. 

• Worcester’s population is growing and aging 

simultaneously, with the population age 65 and older 

projected to increase by 39 percent by 2050, 

shifting demand toward smaller, more accessible 

housing. 

• Household sizes are shrinking, particularly among 

homeowners, while the housing stock remains 

dominated by large, family-sized homes, creating 

widespread mismatch. 

• Many seniors and empty nesters are over-housed, 

living alone or with one other person in three-

bedroom-plus homes, while younger households face 

limited options for smaller ownership housing. 

• Larger renter households struggle to find 

appropriately sized apartments, as most rental units 

consist of one to three bedrooms, intensifying 

competition and overcrowding. 

• Housing production has not kept pace with 

population growth, requiring Worcester to more than 

double its recent annual construction rate to meet 

the Housing Production Plan’s target of 12,300 units 

by 2033. 

THE HOUSING MISMATCH BETWEEN SUPPLY AND 

NEED 

Building on this demographic context, the report analyzes 

the structural mismatch between Worcester’s housing 

supply and current household needs. 

• Nearly 60 percent of Worcester’s housing units 

were built before 1960, largely for larger families, 

while only 7–8 percent have been built since 2000, 

limiting the supply of smaller, right-sized homes. 

https://www.wrrb.org/reports/2026/04/housing-production-plan-explainer/
https://www.worcesterma.gov/housing-neighborhood-development/housing-production-plan
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• There is an oversupply of two- and three-bedroom 

owner-occupied homes and shortages of one-, two-, 

and five-plus-bedroom rental units. 

• Worcester lacks housing affordable to extremely low-

income households and also lacks sufficient housing 

for higher-income households, intensifying 

competition for middle-priced units. 

• Apparent surpluses of housing affordable to 

households earning 50–80 percent of AMI are offset 

by shortages at the top and bottom of the market, 

driving filtering up and squeezing middle-income 

households. 

HOW MUCH HOUSING DOES WORCESTER NEED? 

LOCAL, REGIONAL, AND STATEWIDE PROJECTIONS 

The report then situates Worcester’s Housing Production 

Plan targets within broader estimates of housing need at 

the local, regional, and statewide levels. 

• Worcester is projected to need approximately 12,300 

new housing units by 2033 to accommodate 

population growth and address existing shortages. 

• MassINC’s 2024 and 2025 Gateway Cities Housing 

Monitor estimates that Worcester needs 8,599 new 

housing units by 2032 to address existing deficits, 

modest household growth, and the loss of aging units.  

• Worcester has the highest concentration of 

homeownership deserts among Gateway Cities, 

defined as census tracts where fewer than 20 percent 

of housing units are owner-occupied. Eliminating 

these deserts would require 2,427 additional for-sale 

units, the largest absolute need among Gateway 

Cities. 

The Massachusetts Executive Office of Housing and 

Livable Communities, A Home for Everyone estimates that 

the state must produce or preserve at least 222,000 homes 

between 2025 and 2035 to reduce long-term affordability 

pressures. 

• From 2013 to 2023, 62 percent of new housing units 

were built in Metro Boston, compared with just 6 

percent in Central Massachusetts 

• Central Massachusetts is projected to require a 7.5–10 

percent increase in housing supply above 2020 levels 

by 2035. 

Although Worcester’s HPP target extends only two years 

beyond MassINC’s projection window, it anticipates a 

need for 43 percent more housing units; if achieved, this 

would account for roughly half of Central Massachusetts’ 

projected housing growth despite Worcester representing 

only about one-quarter of the region’s population. 

CONCLUSION AND QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

The report concludes by assessing Worcester’s capacity to 

implement the Housing Production Plan amid fiscal, 

political, and institutional constraints. 

In addition to zoning and regulatory reforms, Worcester is 

using local tools such as its Affordable Housing Trust 

Fund, Community Preservation Act funding, by-right 

accessory dwelling units, and office-to-residential 

conversions to expand housing supply despite limited 

municipal capacity.  

Meanwhile, recent federal budget proposals and 

administrative actions suggest a more constrained federal 

role in housing, increasing reliance on state and local 

governments despite limited municipal fiscal capacity. 

• Proposed changes have included potential elimination 

of the Community Development Block Grant and 

HOME Investment Partnerships Program. 

• Federal proposals have sought to restructure rental 

assistance into capped state block grants. 

• Administrative changes to HUD programs have 

highlighted the vulnerability of homelessness 

prevention and permanent supportive housing. 

In this environment, Worcester’s ability to fully implement 

its Housing Production Plan will depend on sustained state 

engagement and coordinated regional action. Several 

unresolved questions will shape how the Plan performs in 

practice: 

1. Can Worcester fund deeply affordable housing? 

2. Are current displacement protections sufficient? 

3. Are the production targets feasible? 

4. How should trade-offs among competing goals be 

managed? 

5. Is there sufficient political will and community support 

for zoning and regulatory reform? 

The Plan ultimately underscores the need for shared 

responsibility across local, state, and regional partners to 

translate housing goals into meaningful gains in 

affordability, accessibility, and housing stability for 

Worcester residents. 

 

 

https://www.mass.gov/a-home-for-everyone
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