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E- 
The Changing Face of America’s Renters (& What It Means for Investors) 

By G. Brian Davis 
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Historically, renters have 
been young and single, with 
low to mid incomes and 
typically less education than 
their homeowning 
counterparts. 

But, over the past decade, 
while the rest of the world 
was busy hyper-focusing on 
millennials, something 
happened. The demographics 
among renters shifted, and 
not how you’d expect either. 
Here’s how the face of 
American renters has changed 
over the past decade, and 
what it means for real estate 
investors. 

When Did Renters Get So 
Old? 

RentCafe ran some 
interesting numbers from the 
Census Bureau, analyzing 
how US renters as a group 
changed from 2009-2015. 

The number of renters aged 
55+ exploded by 28% in that 
period. But renters under 35? 
They grew by little more than 
a 10th of that—a meager 3%. 

That’s nearly 2.5 million new 
rental households among the 
over-55 crowd. And what 
about middle-aged types—
renters aged 35-54? They’re 

smack in the middle, growing 
by 14%. 

In cities, renters older than 
55 grew by 21%. On the 
other hand, young urban 
renters under 35 only 
increased by 6%. 

That’s especially impressive 
given that baby boomers and 
millennials are similar-sized 
generations with about 75 
million apiece. 

Renters Became Better 
Educated 

Nearly all of the growth 
among renters has been 
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driven by those with at least 
some college education. The 
number of US renters with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher 
shot up by 23%. Renters with 
some college (or equivalent) 
grew by 17%. But renters 
with a high school diploma 
(or less) only grew by 1%. 

“Well, duh, more Americans are 
getting diplomas today than 10 
years ago!” 

Sure. Fine. But the growth of 
college graduates alone can’t 
account for this shift in renter 
demographics. About one-
third (33.4%) of American 
adults have a bachelor’s 
degree today. That’s higher 
than the 28% we saw a 
decade ago, but still not 
enough to explain this 
explosion of better-educated 
renters. 

Double-Income-No-Kids.  

The greatest growth in 
renters hasn’t come from 

those millennials who insist 
on waiting longer to get 
married. Quite the opposite, 
actually; growth among 
unmarried renters has actually 
been the slowest of all groups 
(10%). 

The number of US renters 
with children grew by 14%. 
But married couples with no 
children? They grew by a 
peppy 21%. Couples with no 
children made up the largest 
spike in renters in both urban 
and suburban areas, jumping 
16% in cities and a huge 33% 
in the ‘burbs. 

Let’s Talk 
Suburbanization  

While cities certainly saw 
growth in renter population 
from 2009-2015, the suburbs 
saw more. Much more. 
Growth of suburban renters 
outpaced urban renters in 
every age bracket, in some 
cases by more than triple 
speed. 

The Rental Resurgence of 
Single-Family Homes 

The suburbanization 
movement can be seen in the 
rise in popularity among 
single-family rentals. 

According to the Urban 
Institute, at the time of this 
writing, single-family rentals 
now make up 35% of the 44 

million rental housing units in 
the US. That’s up from 31% 
10 years ago. 

If those numbers don’t 
impress you, consider the 
rates of growth. The US has 
added single-family rentals at 
a significantly faster pace than 
either multifamily rental units 
or single-family homes for 
sale since the Great 
Recession. 

How much faster? Over the 
past 3 years, growth in single-
family rentals has clocked in 
around 30% annually, 
compared with roughly 15% 
for multifamily rental units. 
And single-family homes for 
sale? They spent 7 years 
declining, reversing that 
trend only last year. 

It may seem long ago now, 
with housing prices having 
climbed so quickly over the 
past few years, but the story 
of the Great Recession was 
one of moving away from 

homeownership and of 
“accidental landlords” who 
were unable to sell. 

What’s Behind These 
Renter Demographic 
Changes? 

Why are more older, higher-
income, better-educated 
Americans renting rather than 
owning? 

Low 
inventory is 
one 
challenge. 
Housing 
inventory for 
sale across the 
US continues 
hovering at 
20-year lows, 
at around 4.2 

months’ supply. And that’s 
averaged across the US and 
includes many slower, low-
demand regions. And around 
popular urban areas with 
plenty of jobs, inventory is 
even scarcer. 

Nor is that inventory even 
meeting buyers’ demands. 
New construction heavily 
favors luxury homes for their 
higher margins, creating an 
enormous shortage of starter 
homes. 

Then there’s the fact that 
prices are rising faster than 
rents. Zillow’s home price 
index rose 6.9% over the past 
year, while their rent index 
only rose 1.6%. 

Still, it’s not all about low 
supply and high prices. Fewer 
Americans even want to buy a 
home. Many were burnt so 
badly during the housing 
crisis, or saw their parents 
burned so badly, that they no 
longer consider owning a 
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 1. Meaningful 
Conversation 
The “What-If Method” is a 
powerful conversational 
strategy. It has 3 main steps: 

1. What and Why: Find out 
what happened recently. 
What kind of problem is the 
person facing? Why and how 
did this problem occur? 

2.  What If: Ask the person, 
“What if you would’ve done 
this instead?” You are 
basically brainstorming ideas 
and solutions that the person 
can implement. 

3.  Best-Case 
Scenario: Brainstorm a 
couple of ideas to reach an 
ideal solution. This is your 
ultimate goal—let the person 
walk away from the 
conversation feeling better 
than before. 

2. Follow Up 
Follow up within the next 
few days after meeting the 
person. The best way to 
follow up is by connecting on 
LinkedIn or sending an email. 
Don’t call the person’s cell 
phone without messaging 
first. Instead, schedule a 
phone call via email or text 
message. Before your call, 
make sure you plan out the 
questions you want to ask, so 
you can have a productive 
conversation. 
 
Keep track of the people in 
your growing network. Make 
a spreadsheet to write down 
facts about each person and 
the last time you interacted, 
and follow up every two 
months or so. 

3. Group Social 
I’m not saying that you 
shouldn’t do any one-on-one 
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home as part of the American 
Dream. 

And perhaps older adults are 
onto something? Who wants 
to stress about home 
maintenance or landscaping in 
retirement? Maybe they’ve 
decided that outsourcing 
home care, repairs, and 
maintenance is worth paying a 
certain premium. 

If renting was once the 
purgatory of the young and 
the lower-income, it’s now 
become a lifestyle choice. 

Implications for Real 
Estate Investors 

What can real estate investors 
and landlords take away from 
these trends? 

First, don’t write off middle-
aged or senior demographics 
as “uninterested” in your 
rentals. Older adults come 
with plenty of advantages for 
landlords, such as being more 

stable than younger renters 
and more likely to stick 
around your property longer. 
Consider marketing your 
rental properties specifically 
to retirees, as they can make 
excellent renters. 

Second, if you focus primarily 
on multifamily properties, 
don’t dismiss single-family 
homes as rentals. There’s 
plenty of demand for them as 
rentals, even as they continue 
to appreciate in value. 
They’re easier to sell for top-
dollar when the time comes 
to exit and liquidate. 

Lastly, with higher-income 
Americans choosing to rent, 
it means greater potential for 
premium rents…if you 
provide high-demand 
amenities. Whether that 
means smart home tech, 
private parking, or hot tubs, 
plenty of mid- and higher-
income Americans are happy 
enough to hand over rent 
money for the right property. 



The good way is to provide 
value to your mentor. For 
example, I’ve done market 
research, analyzed deals, and 
found retail tenants for 
developers—all for free. In 
exchange, they provided 
valuable feedback for my 
reports. 

6. Leadership Presence 
The more comfortable you 
appear at a meeting or 
networking event, the more 
leadership presence you have. 
This is not something you just 
pick up. It takes years of 
consistent effort, but here are 
some things that you can do 
to speed things up. 

Toastmaster: Find a nearby 
Toastmaster to attend. This is 
an educational organization 
for public speaking with 
thousands of chapters 
throughout the world. 

Networking and Meetups: 
Keep going to networking 
events consistently. You may 
feel uncomfortable talking to 
complete strangers at first, 
but keep attending events 
until you become that social 
person with great confidence. 
The more often and 
consistently you go to these 
networking events, the more 
natural you’ll feel—and 
eventually, it’ll become 
second nature for you.  

Confidence: You can’t have a 
strong leadership presence 
without confidence. And 
confidence can’t be faked; it 
has to be earned. The best 
way to gain confidence is by 
accomplishing your goals and 
targets consistently. Start 
with smaller and more 
achievable goals, and 
eventually you’ll feel like you 
can accomplish anything you 
set your eyes on. Then, start 
aiming for bigger things.  

7. Set Goals 
This is another topic entirely, 
but you need to set weekly 
goals. Your network isn’t 
going to grow itself. It takes a 
lot of nourishing and 
attention. 
 
Write down your weekly 
goals and include goals for 
expanding your network, and 
you’ll see amazing results. 

For example, you can set 
goals like how many people 
you want to meet this month, 

or how many events you want 
to attend this week. 

8. Be Genuine 
Lastly and most importantly is 
to be genuine. None of the 
things above that you do will 
help if you’re not a genuine 
person. 
 
You’ve got to be genuinely 
interested in helping others 
and listening to their stories. 
It’s not as easy as it sounds. 
One way to do this is by 
changing your mindset. 

For example, listening to 
other people’s stories 
enhances your knowledge, 
and helping others makes you 
a better problem-solver. One 
could argue that this is 
actually not genuine because 
you’re trying to expand your 
own knowledge by helping 
others, so there is a hidden 
agenda. I personally don’t 
agree that this is the case, but 
you can be your own judge. 

meetings, but hosting a group 
social event is one effective 
way to stay in touch with all 
your friends and network. 
 
4. Quality Over Quantity 
Even just one connection at a 
networking event is great if 
you’re really getting to know 
the person. It’s not 
necessarily effective to talk to 
everyone at the event. 
Jot down some notes about 
the person right after meeting 
them while your memories 
are still fresh. Or, jot down 
those notes on their business 
card while still talking to him 
or her. It’s unusual, but the 
person may be impressed by 
how attentive and interested 
you are. 

5. Provide Value 
The “What-If Method” is a 
great way to add value during 
a casual conversation. But you 
want to continue to be of 
value to the person 
thereafter. 
 
There are many beginners out 
there looking for mentors for 
free advice. There is a good 
and a bad way to find a 
mentor. 

The bad way is to bombard 
the person with emails and 
questions, especially 
rudimentary questions that 
can be easily answered with 
some research. 


