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SUMMARY
Amid the worst renter crisis in a generation, it is time for policymakers to respond to 
the call for rent control to protect tenants from skyrocketing rents and displacement. 
Leveraging this powerful yet underutilized tool would have tremendous payoff: if the 

rent control and tenant protection policies being debated right now in states and 
localities become reality, 12.7 million renter households will be stabilized. If adopted 

by states nationwide, 42 million households could be stabilized.

Rent control protects tenants from excessive rent 
increases by creating a schedule for reasonable and 
gradual rent increases, while ensuring that landlords 
receive a fair return on their investment. It is a smart, 
proven policy that can immediately stabilize prices, 
halt rent gouging, and reduce the risk of displacement 
and homelessness, while increasing housing security 
and affordability over the long term. 

Why should policymakers and community leaders act 
now to implement rent control? 

•	 Rent control works—it increases housing stabili-
ty and affordability for current tenants. Tenants 
living in rent-controlled units move less frequent-
ly, are less likely to experience destabilizing forced 
moves, and pay substantially less than tenants in 
non-regulated units of similar size and quality. 

•	 Rent control is unrivaled in speed and scale. 
Rent control is the only policy tool that can 
immediately provide relief to renters facing 
unaffordable rent increases. Because rent 
control covers private rental housing where the 
vast majority of renters live, it outperforms all 
other affordable housing tools in terms of scale 
of impact. In cities with rent control, it is often 
the largest source of affordable housing. 

•	 Rent control is cost-effective. While rent 
control requires a government apparatus to 
implement, the costs for operating rent control 
programs can be covered by modest fees and can 
even be cost-neutral.  
 

Housing Justice for All, June 2018 New York State March for Universal Rent Control. Photo Credit: Ethan Fox
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coming years.3 This is a threat to renters, and a threat 
to the well-being of the nation.  

The crisis has reached epic proportions. Today, a 
full-time minimum-wage worker cannot afford a 
one-bedroom apartment in 99 percent of counties.4 
Eight in 10 low-income renters pay too much for 
housing and nearly half of all renters—20 million 
households—pay unaffordable rent.5 Nearly half 
of renters are behind on rent, utilities, or medical 
bills, or experience other material hardship.6 In 
the wealthiest country on earth, the specters of 
displacement, eviction, and homelessness are 
everywhere. About 6,300 people are evicted every 
day.7 Low-income communities of color are being 
uprooted wholesale from gentrifying neighborhoods.8 
And in 2016, 1.3 million public schoolchildren were 
homeless—nearly double the number from 2007.9 

While the crisis reaches across race, income, and 
geography, communities of color have been hit 
the hardest. Not only are lower income people 
overwhelmingly likely to be renters, but America’s 

housing market is built upon a foundation of 
discriminatory policies and practices—from the 
appropriation of land to redlining to predatory 
lending and more—that have made achieving or 
maintaining homeownership especially difficult 
for Indigenous people, African Americans, and 
other people of color. Historical and ongoing 
institutional racism have left renters of color to 
fend for themselves in a housing market where they 
disproportionately experience housing insecurity, 
eviction, homelessness, and displacement.

It doesn’t need to be this way. Policymakers can 
choose to protect renters and create a more stable 
rental housing market right now by implementing 
rent control on a more widespread basis. 

Rent control is the most immediate solution to 
address the affordability crisis—its speed and scale, 
cost-effectiveness, and ability to protect a huge 
swath of low-income and marginalized renters 
are unrivaled. Already working in more than 140 
jurisdictions, rent control protects tenants from 

Homes for All rally. Photo Credit: Entisar Abioto
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excessive rent increases by creating a schedule for 
reasonable and gradual increases, while ensuring that 
landlords receive a fair return on their investment. 
Rent control is a smart, proven policy that can rapidly 
stabilize prices, halt rent gouging, and reduce the risk 
of displacement and homelessness, while increasing 
housing security and affordability over the long term. 

Rent control directly increases stability and 
affordability. Tenants living in rent-controlled units 
move less frequently and are less likely to be forced to 
move.10 They also pay substantially less than tenants 
in non-regulated units: $3,240 less per year in Los 
Angeles, $5,460 in New York City, and $18,000 in high-
cost Manhattan.11

The increased housing stability and affordability 
directly brought about by more widespread rent 
control would have cascading benefits throughout 
society. Renters would be more economically secure, 
with more resources to spend on other household 
needs and boost local economies. They would be 
healthier, since stability and affordability would 
contribute to improving their mental and physical 
health. Children would do better in school, since 
frequent moves thwart education. And our democracy 
would grow stronger, as stability increases civic and 
political participation.

Additionally, recent studies from the University of 
Southern California and the University of California, 
Berkeley, find that key critiques of rent control are 
generally not substantiated by the evidence and 
that rent control is an important tool to address the 
affordability challenge.12 On balance, rent control 
does not hurt new construction or increase rents 
in non-regulated units.13 Rent control also does not 
lead to declines in maintenance when effective code 
enforcement policies are in place, and can help provide 
tenants greater standing to seek needed repairs.14 

This is why a growing movement of tenants, housing 
advocates, and local and state policymakers—from 

New York to Illinois to Washington and beyond—are 
working to bring rent control to more places and 
strengthen existing rent control programs. They are 
gaining momentum, and it is time to fully realize the 
promise of rent control in America. 

This report offers evidence as to why rent control is a 
sensible and necessary strategy to address the renter 
crisis, describes the benefits of rent control, and 
shares policy recommendations to bring rent control 
to our communities.

Titan Manor Tenants Alliance Members Candy and Lala during Renter 
Week of Action 2017. Photo Credit: Community Alliance of Tenants
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RENT CONTROL IN  
THE UNITED STATES

Rent control has a long history of success providing stable, affordable 
housing and improving the lives of tenants around the world. 

In the United States, rent control has protected 
millions of low- and moderate-income tenants from 
sudden rent increases and displacement and is a 

major source of affordable housing in the cities where 
it exists. But backlash, primarily from the real estate 
industry and conservatives, has prevented many 
communities from using this important tool and has 
limited its potency where it is available.

Governments worldwide have found it necessary to 
regulate rents in the same way that they have needed 
to regulate utilities and other basic necessities. Housing 
is typically the largest household expense, and tenants 
have little flexibility to move to a lower cost home in 
the face of rent increases, especially when affordable 
homes are scarce. This increases landlords’ power over 
tenants’ lives, including to charge whatever they wish, 
creating an important role for government to mediate 
the landlord-tenant relationship to ensure a fair and 
functioning rental housing market. In the United 
States, all rent regulations are designed to guarantee 
landlords a “fair return,” as mandated by the Supreme 
Court, providing tenants with predictable rents and 
preventing landlords from going out of business.15

Rent control became widespread in the World War I 
and II era, when dozens of countries implemented rent 
controls and eviction protections in response to rental 
housing shortages and rent gouging.16 In the United 
States, the federal government oversaw “fair rent” 
committees that arbitrated landlord-tenant conflicts in 
82 cities during World War I, and tenant organizing led 
to the establishment of rent regulations in New York 
City, Washington, DC, and other cities in New York 
state.17 Rent control was also implemented nationally 
during World War II, and again in the early 1970s in 
response to rising inflation.18

Tenant movements have played a key role in 
establishing and strengthening rent control policies 
in cities across the country. The Harlem rent strikes 
of 1964-1965 kicked off a new wave of tenant 
activism springing from the civil rights, students’, 
and poor people’s movements, with rent control as a 
galvanizing issue. By the early 1980s, about 200 cities 
in New York, Massachusetts, California, New Jersey, 
and Maryland had adopted some version of rent 
control, often as a part of a broader set of regulations 
relating to tenant security, maintenance, housing 
quality, and landlord-tenant relations.19 

Santa Cruz rent control rally. Photo Credit: Movement for Housing Justice Santa Cruz







OUR HOMES, OUR FUTURE: HOW RENT CONTROL CAN BUILD STABLE, HEALTHY COMMUNITIES 

10

3)	 Maximize long-term affordability. Rent 
control can preserve the affordability 
of rental homes over the long term and 
serve generations of tenants to come—if 
rents are held at below-market rates when 
current tenants leave. New and improved 
rent control policies should reject or 
remove vacancy decontrol requirements 
so they can maintain their affordable 
rental stock. The formula for setting 
annual rent increases should also maintain 
affordability, by tracking inflation or renter 
income growth.

4)	 Tenants should play a central role in 
program design and implementation.  
As is the case in all policy arenas, the 
people most impacted by inequities 
must be engaged in the development and 
execution of solutions. Tenants who are 
low-income and/or face discrimination 
and other barriers to accessing safe, 
affordable housing need to be included on 
rent boards and engaged in developing and 
implementing policies that benefit and 
protect them from displacement.

“RENT CONTROL ENABLED US TO 
FINISH COLLEGE.”

When Cambridge, Massachusetts, still had rent 
control, Kate Byrne was a single mother. “My 
son and I were both in college at the same time.  
Without a rent-controlled rent, neither one of us 
would have been able to finish college,” she says.

Before finding their rent-controlled home, Byrne 
and her son suffered through winter without 
turning on the heat, because they could not afford 
it and the rent. In their new home with stable 
rents, Byrne attained a bachelor’s degree and a 
nursing degree. While in school, she worked three 
part-time jobs, and her son worked two. Rent 
control enabled them to afford to live near transit, 
which they depended on to go to school and work. 
Whereas previously Byrne had exclusively worked 
low-paying jobs, with her nursing license, her 
income “increased dramatically.” The savings 
and stability from rent control were critical to her 
household’s long-term economic advancement.  

Housing Justice for All, New York State March for Universal Rent Control, November 2018. Photo Credit: Pat Raymond
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Some of the key trends driving the crisis include:

Rent increases have far outpaced income growth. 
Between 2001 and 2015, median rents increased 50 
percent, yet incomes have remained flat—and have 
declined for lower income renters. In places where 
minimum wages have increased, rents have outpaced 
wage growth. For the lowest-income renters, the 
amount of money left over for other expenses after 
paying for rent and utilities decreased 19 percent 
between 2001 and 2016.32 Renters also have little 
savings to fall back on in the case of emergencies: the 
median savings for cost-burdened renters is just $10.33

New development is not targeted to low-income 
renters. Today, new development is producing 
far fewer affordable rentals than in 2001, despite 
increased need, and is far more concentrated at the 
upper end. In 2016, only 19 percent of new rental 
units rented for less than $850 per month (down from 
42 percent in 2001), while 40 percent of newly built 

units rented for $1,500 or more.34 In theory, market-
rate construction will “trickle down” to become 
affordable to moderate and low-income renters over 
time. But that takes decades for that process (what 
housing scholars call “filtering”) to occur, if ever.35 
In the short term, new luxury developments in low-
income neighborhoods often cause rents to rise.36 
And, as a vivid illustration of how badly the market is 
broken, many luxury units are sitting vacant despite 
record low vacancy rates for affordable apartments.37

Declining federal support for low-income renters. 
The private market does not produce housing that is 
affordable for very low-income renters—government  
subsidies are required to fill this gap. Yet our 
federal government spends four times the amount 
of subsidies on homeowners (predominantly for 
wealthy and upper middle-class households) as it does 
on renters, and the share of renters who do receive 
support is decreasing.38 Today, only one in five of the 

Additions to the Rental Stock Are Increasingly Higher End: Share of Recently Built Units (Percent)

Notes: Recently built units in 2001 (2016) were built 1999-2001 (2014-2016). Monthly housing costs include rent and utilities and 
have been adjusted to 2016 dollars using the CPI-U All items less shelter. Rental units exclude vacant units and units where no 
cash rent is paid.

Source: Harvard Joint Center for Housing Studies analysis of data from the 2001 and 2016 American Community Survey.
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22.3 million renters in need of federal assistance now 
receives it, down from one in four in 2005.39

An ongoing hemorrhage of affordable rental units. 
While new construction is not helping to address the 
affordability crisis, the situation is made worse by 
the ongoing loss of existing affordable rental housing 
stock. Every year, affordable rentals are permanently 
lost due to demolition, physical deterioration, the 
expiration or loss of affordability controls, conversion 
to ownership or other uses, or rent increases. Of the 
15 million housing units that were affordable for very 
low-income households in 1985, only 6.2 million of 
them remained available and affordable in 2013.40 A 
more recent analysis of 97,061 rental units refinanced 
twice between 2010 and 2016 found that 60 percent 
of rentals affordable to very low-income families in 
2010 became unaffordable by 2016, primarily due to 
rent increases.41 In the cities with rent regulations, 
loopholes that remove units from regulation or allow 
rents to increase beyond affordable levels contribute 
to this loss of affordable rentals. New York City, for 
example, has lost more than 290,000 regulated units 
since 1994, largely due to such loopholes.42 

 

Increased speculation in the rental housing market. 
As wealth has continued to concentrate at the top, 
investments have poured into real estate, fueling 
speculation in the rental market.43 Financial reforms 
beginning in the 1980s changed the rules on real 
estate investing, allowing housing to be packaged 
and traded on Wall Street and enabling the rise 
of new institutions that buy and manage rental 
properties with the purpose of maximizing profits 
for investors.44 Since 2001, institutional investors 

(including so-called “corporate landlords”) quickly 
increased their holdings in properties of every size: 
they now own 62 percent of 5-24 unit multifamily 
rental properties (up from 35 percent in 2001), and 
a near majority of all rental units.45 The full impact 
of this shift in ownership is not yet understood, but 
there are many documented instances of corporate 
landlords using rent gouging and eviction as business 
practices.46 A Federal Reserve Bank analysis of the 
largest institutional owners of single-family rentals 
in Atlanta found that they are 18 percent more 
likely to file eviction notices than small landlords, 
after controlling for property and neighborhood 
characteristics.47 Meanwhile, rent increases imposed 
by a few large investors or landlords can increase 
rents throughout the region.48  

2017 Colorado Rally for Rent Control. Photo Credit: 9 to 5 Colorado 
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WHY RENT CONTROL IS A KEY 
TOOL TO ALLEVIATE THE CRISIS

Rent control is one of the most effective tools to alleviate our renter crisis, 
immediately. It has key advantages over other policy mechanisms, including: 
speed and scale; cost-effectiveness; and the ability to protect a huge swath 
of low-income renters at risk of eviction, displacement, and homelessness.

Housing Justice for All, New York State March for Universal Rent Control, June 2018. Photo Credit: NYC-DSA

RENT CONTROL’S SPEED AND SCALE OF IMPACT ARE 

UNRIVALED BY ANY OTHER POLICY OPTION. 

Because rent regulations cover private rental housing, 
they have tremendous reach and impact, and can 
take effect almost immediately. In cities where it 
exists, rent control is the largest source of affordable 
housing. In San Francisco, the number of homes 

stabilized by rent regulation—173,000 units—is 
three times the number of affordable units provided 
through all other rental housing programs.49 In New 
York City, rent-regulated stock houses nearly one 
million families and twice the number of low-income 
households live in rent-regulated stock than in public 
and subsidized housing combined.50 
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