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Nationwide, and in New York, the housing crisis has emerged as a key
electoral issue. Recent polls show housing affordability is top of mind for swing state
voters,' and in New York State, where key congressional districts are on the ballot in 2024, New
Yorkers report the cost of housing is at the top of their concerns.2

This brief examines the untapped potential of the tenant electorate as a voting bloc in state and
federal elections in New York, based on new analyses by the Cornell University ILR Buffalo Co-
Lab of voter data from the Catalist national database. Nearly half of New Yorkers are renters,
yet tenants vote at far lower rates than homeowners.

This analysis suggests that candidates for office, political parties, and other groups can can
activate tenants as a voting bloc by campaigning on and passing tenant protections, with the
potential to transform both election results and policy decisions affecting New York tenants.

The Cornell University ILR Buffalo Co-Lab advances an equitable economy and democratic community,
collaboratively integrating scholarly and practical understanding to strengthen civic action.

Russell Weaver, PhD, is a quantitative geographer and Director of Research at the Cornell University ILR Buffalo
Co-Lab. His research programs are aimed at understanding pathways for context-sensitive, sustainable, and
equitable community economic development.

Tenants Political Action Committee gives a strong public voice to New York tenants and works to make tenants a
viable electoral force.
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Key Findings

Tenants are a large, untapped political base — especially for Democrats
and progressives.

Nearly half of New Yorkers rent,and compared to likely homeowners, likely renters are more
likely to be registered with the Democratic or Working Families Parties and to be people of
color.

Tenants are an under-activated political constituency.

In the 2022 New York statewide general election, likely homeowners turned out at nearly twice
the rate of likely renters. Housing insecurity is a major factor that decreases tenant turnout at
elections, and a low tenant turnout rate compounds racial disparities in voting.

Supporting and passing tenant protection activates tenants voters.

The owner-renter turnout gap was nearly halved in races in which a candidate supported Good
Cause Evictions during the 2022 statewide general election. Stabilizing renters by passing
policies that decrease evictions could also boost tenant turnout at the polls

Activating a tenant voter block could change New York State — and
national — politics.

If tenants had voter parity with homeowners, they would have cast 1.6 million more ballots in
the statewide 2022 general election, primarily for Democrats and candidates on the Working
Families Party line — an election in which control of Congress, the Governor’s mansion, and the
state legislature were on the ballot.

Data

This analysis examines 2022 New York State (NYS) general election data from the Catalist
national database, which contains records on individual voters that were captured directly from
state and local election boards (i.e., from official sources of voter data). Catalist then augments
each record with “synthetic” or “modeled” variables that the firm creates through established
statistical techniques. One such variable is a voter’s “homeowner score”, which ranges from 0
(presumed renter) to 100 (presumed homeowner).The analyses on which this factsheet is built
defines “likely renters”as NYS voters whose Catalist-generated “homeowner scores”are strictly
less than 50 — in other words, if Catalist reports that a voter’s likelihood of owning their home
is less than 50/50, then they are treated as “likely renters”in the analyses.
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Tenants Are A Large, Untapped Political Base -
Especially for Democrats and Progressives

Nearly Half of New
Yorkers Rent
According to U.S. Census Bureau ~ NYS Registered Voters, by Likely Tenure and Party
data,3 roughly 49% of

households in New York State

(NYS) were renter-occupied at 253% T

the end of 2023, a higher
rentership rate than any other
state in the country.

Republican or Conservative
Party

Likely Renter Voters Lean
to the Left

57.3% of likely renter voters
are registered with the
Democratic (DEM) Party or
Working Families Party
(WFP), compared to just 38.5%
of likely homeowners.And,
whereas 36.3% of likely
homeowner voters are registered
with either the Republican Party
(REP) or Conservative Party Gl BEE ek
(CON), just 15.1% of likely renter  char @rostaeiceo - source: Catalist - Created with Datavrapper
voters belong to one of these

right-leaning parties.*

Democrat or Working
Families Party

Likely Renter Voters Are Disproportionately New Yorkers of Color

More than half (51.8%) of likely renter voter registrants in NYS are voters of color,
compared to just 15.0% of likely homeowner voters. New Yorkers of color are
disproportionately likely to be renters — two out of every three Black households rent in NYS3
— and, in turn, renter-voters are disproportionately persons of color.

Tenants Are An Under-Activated Political Constituency

Likely Homeowners Turned Out at Nearly Twice the Rate of Likely Renters
in 2022

Likely renters cast ballots at rates far lower than homeowners. In the 2022 statewide General
Election, likely homeowner-voters out-participated likely renter-voters by 31
percentage points. Whereas likely owners turned out at a rate of 67.5%, turnout among
likely renters was just 36.5%. Consequently, likely homeowners were the driving force in the
2022 General Election despite being outnumbered on the voter registration rolls.
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Voter Turnout in the 2022 NYS General Election, by Likely
Tenure and Party Affiliation

DEM & WFP Turnout
Likely Owner 67.4%
REP & CON Turnout
Likely Owner 74.4%

Other or Blank Registration Turnout

Likely Owner 58.0%
Total Turnout
Likely Owner 67.5%

Chart: @RustBeltGeo * Source: Catalist + Created with Datawrapper

Share of (1) Registered Voters and (2) 2022 General Election
Participants in NYS, by Likely Housing Tenure
Likely Owner [Jjjj Likely Renter
% Registrants % Ballots Cast

Likely Owner 41.5%  56.8%

Chart: @RustBeltGeo * Source: Catalist « Created with Datawrapper

Housing Insecurity Decreases Tenant Turnout

A 2022 Princeton study found that increased residential evictions significantly decreased voter
turnout in the 2016 presidential election.t Evictions disrupt the stability of both neighborhoods
and affected individuals, leading to economic hardship, displacement, and a loss of community
ties, all of which diminish their investment in civic engagement as well as likelihood and ability to
participate in the voting process.

Low Tenant Turnout Compounds Racial Inequality

In NYS, white voters outvoted voters of color by 7.9% in the 2022 general elections — the
fourth highest racial voting gap in the country, up from 4.5% in 2020.7 Because tenants are
disproportionately people of color, low tenant turnout compounds racial voting disparities and
the disenfranchisement of communities of color.
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Supporting and Passing Tenant Protections Activates
Tenant Voters

Candidate Support for Tenant Protections Lowers the Owner-Renter
Turnout Gap

According to a statistical analysis of the 2022 General Election using Catalist data, NYS tenants
might have been relatively motivated to turn out for candidates who were vocal supporters or
co-sponsors of the 2022 state-level Good Cause Eviction bill, which protects renters against
rent hikes and evictions.8 In NYS Senate races that did not feature such a candidate, the average
turnout rate among likely renters was roughly 29.0% (after adjusting for race-ethnicity and
political party). In races that included Good Cause proponents, however, average renter turnout
was more than five percentage points higher; at 34.1% — a statistically significant difference.

The owner-renter turnout gap is nearly cut in half when candidates run on renter-
friendly platforms. The estimated turnout gap between likely homeowners and likely renters
in NYS Senate races was just 18.7 percentage points, considerably smaller than the statewide
average of 3| percentage points.The results for Assembly races were nearly identical: the
turnout gap between likely homeowners and likely renters in Assembly races that featured
Good Cause proponents or co-sponsors dropped to 17.9 percentage points.

Table 1. Homeowner-Renter Turnout Gap in 2022 General Elections

Homeowner-Renter Turnout Gap

State Average 31%
Senate Race with Good Cause Supporter on Ballot 18.7%
Assembly Race with Good Cause Supporter on Ballot 17.9%

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Catalist

Table Il. Turnout by Tenure in 2022 General Election Senate Races

Likely Owner Likely Renter
Turnout Estimate 95% Confidence Turnout Estimate 95% Confidence
Interval Interval
Good Cause Supporter on 52.8% (51.7%, 54.0%) 34.1% (32.9%, 35.2%)
Ballot
No Good Cause Supporter 55.5% (54.6%, 56.4%) 29.0% (28.1%,29.9%)
on Ballot

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Catalist
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Table Ill. Turnout by Tenure in 2022 General Election Assembly Races

Likely Owner Likely Renter
Turnout Estimate 95% Confidence Turnout Estimate 95% Confidence
Interval Interval
Good Cause Supporter on 50.8% (50.0%, 51.7%) 32.9% (32.0%, 33.8%)
Ballot
No Good Cause Supporter 56.3% (55.7%, 57.0%) 29.9% (29.2%, 30.6%)
on Ballot

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Catalist

Stabilizing Renters Increases Tenant Turnout

A 1% reduction in residential evictions would have increased voter turnout by 2.73

percentage points in the 2016 presidential election, according to Slee and Desmond.? Policies

that have been proven to decrease evictions and stabilize renters and their neighborhoods, such
as Good Cause Eviction Protections,!? Tenant Right to Counsel,!! rent stabilization,!2 and rental
assistance programs,'3 could thereby boost civic participation and tenant voter turnout.

Activating a Tenant Voter Bloc Could Change NYS -
and National - Politics

If Tenants Had Voter Parity with Homeowners, 1.6 Million More Ballots
Would Have Been Cast in 2022

Simulating a situation in which likely renters turn out at the same rate as their likely
homeowner counterparts using Catalyst reveals that if there were no tenure turnout gap
between racial or partisan groups in NYS, then roughly 1.6 million more New Yorkers
would have cast ballots in the statewide 2022 General Election, where control of
Congress, the Governor’s mansion, and the state legislature were on the ballot.

More than half (51.5%) of those ballots would have been cast by voters registered with either
the Democratic or Working Families Parties. Only 14.1% of such ballots would have been cast
by Republican or Conservative Party registrants, with the remaining 34.4% of ballots coming
from voters with no or some other party affiliation.With respect to race-ethnicity, more than
half (54.9%) of ballots would have been cast by voters of color:20.9% by Black or African
Americans; 14.2% by Hispanic or Latinx voters; 4.9% by Asian voters, and 15.0% cast by voters
with some other or unknown racial identity. In a world of turnout parity across housing
tenure, the profile of who turns out to vote in NYS would become more racially and
ethnically diverse, and it would experience a political shift to the left, impacting not
just state politics but also national races.

A Tenant Voting Bloc Could Select the Majority of the State’s Legislators

During the 2022 General Election, likely tenants accounted for a majority of ballots in just 28
Senate Districts (out of 63,44.4%) and 64 Assembly Districts (out of 150, 42.7%). However, as
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documented in the table below, in the imagined scenario of turnout parity, likely renters
would cast a majority of ballots, in a majority of districts, in both legislative chambers,
as well as in statewide (e.g., gubernatorial) contests.

Specifically, renters would have cast a +12-percentage point majority (55.8% v.43.2% under the
status quo) of all 2022 General Election ballots if subgroup turnout rates were equal across
housing tenure.The number of Senate Districts where likely renters would constitute a majority
of ballot casters would have increased from 28 to 33 (out of 63, 52.4%).And the corresponding
number of Assembly Districts would have risen from 64 to 88 (out of 150, 58.7%).

Table IV. Ballots Cast in 2022 If Renters and Owners Had Turnout Parity

Status Quo With Tenure Change
Turnout Parity

Number of Ballots Cast 5,548,027 7,131,086 1
By Tenure

% Likely Homeowner 56.8% 44.2% 1l

% Likely Renter 43.2% 55.8% t
By Race-Ethnicty

% Asian 3.6% 3.9% t

% Black of African American 9.7% 12.2% 1

% Hispanic or Latinx 7.1% 8.7% t

% White 77.4% 70.2%

% Other or Unknown Race 2.2% 5.1% 1
By Political Affiliation

% Democratic or Working Families Party 48.2% 48.9% 1

% Republican or Conservative Party 31.0% 27.3% l

% No or Other Party Affiliation 20.8% 23.8% 1
Number of Senate Districts Where 28 33 t

Likely Tenants (Would) Constitute a

Majority of Ballots Cast

Number of Assembly Districts Where 64 88 T
Likely Tenants (Would) Constitute a

Majority of Ballots Cast

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Catalist. See also https://blogs.cornell.edu/hishroadpolicy/nys-senate-districts;
https://blogs.cornell.edu/highroadpolicy/nys-assembly-districts
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Conclusion: Tenants Could Be A Powerful Voting Bloc

Tenants make up nearly half of New York’s population and could become a robust, reliable voting
bloc that leans Democratic and progressive.Activating renter voters could also help eradicate
racial voting disparities, empowering communities of color to have a voice in the political
process.

Looking at the 2024 elections and beyond, candidates have an opportunity to expand and
solidify their base by campaigning on and passing tenant protections. In 2022, when New York
Democrats lost four House seats to Republicans and Governor Kathy Hochul won the General
Election with just 53% of the vote, tenant voters could have played a decisive role in securing a
different outcome.

However, the Democratic Party in New York has not consistently activated — or even welcomed
— tenant voters.!'4 NYS passed Good Cause Eviction in 2024 after years of advocacy by tenant
groups and their allies, but New York’s tripartite Democratic leadership also significantly
watered down the law, leaving millions of renters without Good Cause protections, while also
rolling back tenant protections they had previously passed in 2019.!3

Still, tenants do not have to wait for party leaders to take them seriously. New York progressives
has already begun organizing tenant voting blocs to elect champions like Diana Richardson, who
won a state Assembly seat in 2015 by refusing real estate donations'é, and Julia Salazar, who
became the first Democratic Socialist state senator in 2018 and was the lead sponsor of the
Good Cause Eviction bill until its passage in 2024.!7 More recently, Ithaca’s Solidarity Slate
achieved a historic victory by electing a tenant majority to its Common Council in 2023, who
have committed to bringing rent stabilization to the majority renter upstate city.!8

While tenant champions running for office face stiff opposition with deep pockets — real estate
is regularly among the largest spenders on state elections!*— the data shows that activating
tenant voters can be a boon for candidates.

As New Yorkers continue to struggle amidst a historic housing crisis, activating tenant voters
offers a profound opportunity to boost turnout and elect political leaders at all levels of
government who will put housing stability and affordability at the top of their policy agenda.
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