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Abstract 
 
The paper begins from the perspective that barriers to affordable housing are less about having 
good ideas but rather about how to enact policy changes. It focuses on the relationship between 
housing policy and political coalition-building and mobilization, with specific attention to the 
role of data and research in this relationship. This research draws on three cases of active 
housing policy-making and political activism, including ongoing struggles around housing 
preservation in Washington, DC and New York City, as well as coalition-building in Virginia 
focused on housing affordability and eviction. This paper generates five principal lessons from 
these cases that can inform practice. They include understanding the local context for 
determining what counts as success; the importance of receptive elected officials; organizational 
investments in policy advocacy; data and research that is connected to collective action; and 
designing housing policy for specific impacts and for strategic value to future success. 
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Confronting the Real Barriers to Housing Affordability: 
Using Research to Assemble Durable Coalitions and Expand Political Capacity 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Despite some clear evidence about the policy changes, or at very least policy goals, that would 
meaningfully address problems of housing affordability, few localities or states have successfully 
enacted these kinds of agendas. In hopeful exceptions that prove the rule, Oregon and 
Minneapolis have moved to begin to end exclusionary zoning practices that limit home 
construction to single-family housing. However, for structural reasons, it is unlikely that these 
hard-fought but modest zoning reforms will alone reduce housing costs significantly overall or 
for those who are the most burdened by housing costs (Mallach 2020). Thus, some of the most 
recent, celebrated housing reforms are inadequate to the scale of the problem. What lies at the 
heart of this issue, as the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy RFP “Overcoming Barriers to Housing 
Affordability” makes clear, is that the problem is not a lack of good ideas or specific policies that 
can make headway on addressing housing affordability. The somewhat less explicit and 
underdeveloped step in this argument is that if solutions are well known, then the problem is not 
about having concrete ideas but rather how to enact such policy changes. In short, the problems 
of our housing crisis are fundamentally political. 
 
This paper builds on existing research into community organizing and policy change to 
understand the relationship between housing policy and political coalition-building and 
mobilization, with specific attention to the role of data and research in this relationship. To 
develop an understanding of the pathways and feedback mechanisms between specific policy 
adoption and its political effects on future policy, we draw on several empirical contexts of 
active housing policy-making and political activism, including ongoing struggles around housing 
preservation in Washington, DC and New York City, as well as coalition-building in Virginia 
focused on housing affordability and eviction. 
 
In DC, preservation of affordable housing has been the focus of the DC Housing Preservation 
Network, a collaboration housed in the Coalition for Nonprofit Housing and Economic 
Development amid one of the most intensely gentrifying cities in the country with a somewhat 
unique existing affordable housing stock (Howell 2018). The work of these coalitions that 
include a diverse set of actors have used data networks to address the challenges of distrust, 
diverse knowledge types, and unequal information. These groups have helped to foster trust, 
encouraged participants to change the ways they thought about the goals and actions of other 
sectors, and recognized that more open sharing of information built “win-win” outcomes in the 
preservation of affordable housing. 
 
In New York, an unlikely state-wide coalition composed of community and tenant organizations 
in New York City, upstate urban regions, as well as rural communities formed in the Upstate-
Downstate Housing Alliance and won an unexpected expansion of tenure protections for renters 
across the state in 2019. While this coalition is, true to the history of tenant organizing in New 
York, much more oppositional in its approach, it has been built on years of struggle around 
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affordable housing preservation, gentrification, and tenure protections that new critical data 

infrastructure has facilitated (Fields 2015; Teresa 2016). A key question now that some of the 

most immediate pressures of displacement have been relieved, is how this coalition or others can 

shift toward policies for land use reform and funding of affordable housing. 

 

In Virginia, the Campaign to Reduce Evictions (CARE) formed in response to the Princeton 

Eviction Lab’s release of national eviction data that placed five cities in Virginia among the 10 

highest evicting cities in the country. While CARE’s coalition of affordable housing providers, 

private landlords, legal aid attorneys, and other housing advocates is focused more specifically 

on the problem of eviction and displacement, eviction is of course directly related to broader 

issues of housing affordability. Indeed, CARE had a subcommittee focused on affordable 

housing and housing supply, recognizing how the two issues are linked. Interestingly, it was the 

area that had the least success in advancing its agenda. 

 

This research paper will answer a key question that has not been directly addressed before in the 

research on housing affordability: What is the relationship between coalition-building and 

housing policy change? Community organizing literature focused on housing issues often 

describes struggles over gentrification and development that is likely to fuel displacement, such 

as public housing redevelopment (Thurber and Fraser 2016) and predatory investment (Fields 

2015), and there is significantly less research into organizing campaigns or strategies that have 

more affirmative goals for long-term policy and power shifts (Howell 2018). Meanwhile, 

housing policy research tends toward analyses that do not theorize the politics of policy change 

and/or assume a very constrained and static political environment (DeFilippis 2016). 

 

More specifically, the paper will answer the following research questions about this relationship 

through examining these housing policy campaigns in DC, New York, and Virginia: 

 

1. What prompts the formation of broad coalitions (i.e., coalitions that include housing 

developers, landlords, tenants, and advocates like the Campaign to Reduce Eviction), and 

what kind of policy change can they achieve? 

 

2. What policy changes can bolster coalitions and/or lead to capacity-building among 

different groups, leading to further policy change (i.e., positive feedback mechanisms)? 

 

3. What is the role of data and research in these campaigns and coalitions? 

 

Given localities’ and states’ limited adoption of the kinds of policies that are most likely to 

address housing affordability and stability, a focus on the political dynamics of policy and the 

role of research in these processes is clearly warranted. Affordable housing preservation in DC 

and New York, and the CARE campaign in Virginia and subsequent alliances and campaigns 

that it inspired, are ideal cases to explore to answer these questions because they have 

successfully achieved policy changes while also invigorating new political coalitions advocating 

for other housing policy changes. These emergent dynamics make it fruitful to explore how 

coalitions influence policy and how, in turn, policy changes may reconfigure political capacities 

and opportunities for future housing policy gains. 
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Housing Policy and the Politics of Change 

 

The Evolution of Community Development Political Frames 

 

By the end of the twentieth century, structural transformations particular to an agenda of 

neoliberalization marked a shift in community development politics and, in turn, “the goals, 

discourses, strategies and institutional forms of community development” from its civil rights era 

origins (Newman and Lake 2006, 45). The community development movement of the 1960s and 

early 1970s adopted a grassroots “democratic/redistributive mode” that confronted existing 

political systems through “the marshalling of cultural identity as a basis for pressing claims for 

the redistribution of political power and attendant material resources” (Newman and Lake 2006, 

48). However, the “politics of identity and difference” that once fueled community development 

actors’ activism-oriented redistributive claims are now subsumed by a neoliberal-driven and 

depoliticized “accommodationist” politics based on an individualized view of structural issues 

(Newman and Lake 2006, 53). With federal retrenchment, non-profit community organizations 

have stepped into the void and “eased the path of neoliberalization for the state” (Newman and 

Lake 2006, 53). At the same time, the current community development landscape of 

“entrepreneurial, competitive urban regimes” is dominated by and dependent on municipal 

government and private philanthropy (Newman and Lake 2006, 48).  

 

Community development corporations (CDCs) and community-based organizations (CBOs) thus 

operate as a “professionalized arm of the state” (Gonzales 2017, 1140) in support of the “logic of 

capital accumulation” (Whitzman 2018, 2) through real estate-led development (McQuarrie 

2013; Stabrowski 2015). As such, they are implicated in the technical and economic framing of 

housing interventions “within an existing power structure” (Gonzales 2017, 1141; Howell 2018; 

Stabrowski 2015). This framing, namely the deployment of rationales for market-based, real 

estate- and “city-led (re)development agendas” (Gonzales 2017, 1141), results in “not only the 

obfuscation and mystification of political power, but the effective de-politicization of urban 

social and development policies and the de-mobilization of the grassroots” (Stabrowski 2015, 

1125).  

 

The professionalization of CBOs and CDCs has largely fueled the change in their “collective 

action repertoire” (Bockmeyer 2003, 183), or their “institutional transformation,” from political 

organizing to focusing on “physical revitalization and service delivery” (Newman and Lake 

2006, 54) to align with the priorities of funders and citywide (re)development agendas (Gonzales 

2017; Marwell 2004; Stabrowski 2015). Rather than increasing citizen access and power, the 

devolution of affordable housing and community development policies “disperses and obscures 

decision making by shifting responsibilities to the non-profit sector” (Bockmeyer 2003, 176), 

away from the grassroots, where only professionalized CBOs and CDCs survive in an 

increasingly privatized, competitive landscape (Marwell 2004). Such a shift to a market-based 

approach has entailed a primarily reactionary approach that maintains the real estate state rather 

than one of community mobilization, affirmation, and transformation (Stein 2019). In particular, 

it has threatened to “(re)shape the politics of housing by replacing resistance to gentrification 

(through tenant organizing) with amelioration of its effects (through service provision)” 

(Stabrowski 2015, 1122).  
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The housing policy ecosystem is situated within this transformation of community development 

practice and the structural constraints it placed on overtly political and oppositional approaches 

to change. The circumscription of housing interventions within the accepted bounds of current 

urban political and economic structures has, in part, drawn a distinction between community 

organizing and community development and between techno-economic frames and 

transformative frames of affordable housing solutions (Gonzales 2017; Stabrowski 2015; 

Whitzman 2018). However, a technical and bureaucratic orientation of community development 

and housing policies does not necessarily foreclose any and all opportunities for grassroots 

political organizing. Indeed, specific policies provide technical resources and routes for more 

oppositional strategies especially through the marshalling and mobilization around data. For 

instance, Yates (2006, 234) posits that grassroots activists increasingly have at their disposal 

“government-provided information,” thanks to such policies as the Home Mortgage Disclosure 

Act, of which they can gain control to meet their “organizing needs of the immediate moment.” 

Local housing non-profit organizations, therefore, can provide research and data support “‘under 

the firm direction of a tenant union’” (Burghardt 1972 in Yates 2006, 234)and other grassroots 

organizations in struggles for structural change. Likewise, the production and mobilization of 

data on such housing issues as foreclosure represents an opportunity for collaboration among 

government and nonprofit practitioners and researchers to “transform data-sharing practices and 

institutions” and develop effective policy responses (Newman 2010, 160). 

 

While the divergent frames of community development and community organizing constitute 

sites of struggle among community organizers, CDCs and CBOs, and governmental entities, 

grassroots organizations negotiate this divide by framing their policy goals in strategically 

selected terms that fit within the parameters of dominant political agendas. Gonzales (2017) 

distinguishes between the transformational approach of grassroots organizations and the 

depoliticized approach of CBOs in a neighborhood redevelopment initiative in Chicago managed 

by Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC), a national community development 

intermediary. The grassroots groups and CBOs each frame and work towards specific policy 

goals in different ways, with the former using community organizing tactics and the latter taking 

a depoliticized community development approach of providing individualized support (Gonzales 

2017). While intermediary organizations like LISC and Enterprise hold “near-monopoly control 

over funding” (Newman and Lake 2006, 56) in the absence of federal funding and, in turn, over 

community development objectives, the grassroots organizations “engaged in a process of 

strategic code switching,” in which they “combined controversial community organizing tactics 

with the language of power holders” to achieve their desired outcomes (Gonzales 2017, 1150, 

1146). In short, community organizers substituted a divisive focus on social and racial equity 

with a depoliticized technical framing of economic viability and productivity to appeal city 

officials’ interests (Gonzales 2017; Whitzman 2018). Lichterman and Eliasoph (2014, 828) 

describe a similar concept of “backdoor hybrid governance” structure among a multi-sector 

housing advocacy coalition in which participants engaged in calculated civic action “scene style” 

switching to effectively “collaborate across sectoral identities.” Thus, drawing a line between 

“the activities of community organizations as either organizing or development” simplifies or 

obscures the reality that many are “taking up multiple, dynamic goal- and context-dependent 

roles” (Fields 2015, 145).  
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The strategic use of a more politically palatable policy framing, or “code switching” (Gonzales 

2017, 1146), is also reflected in Whitzman’s (2018, 1, 7) classification of discourses used by 

multisectoral affordable housing partnerships in “neoliberal governance regimes in wealthy cities 

of North America and Australia,” into “rights talk,” “needs talk,” and “money talk.” The framing 

of housing as a human right represents a “fundamental challenge” to the current neoliberal 

capitalist system and consequently faces a lack of “political will and government leadership” 

(Whitzman 2018, 3), particularly in the current degenerative policy-making context that 

delineates deserving and undeserving populations (Nguyen, Basolo, and Tiwari 2013; Schneider 

and Ingram 1997). Thus, rather than engaging in “confrontational” and “divisive” “rights talk,” 

these partnerships advocated for affordable housing policies using depoliticized rationales based 

on economic productivity and the individualized needs of the “deserving” poor (Whitzman 2018, 

2, 4, 5). This reframing of rights talk in more acceptable terms—“rights talk by a different 

name”—and its “hybridization” with other discourses can “move housing debates” to collective 

action (Whitzman 2018, 8). The “shared understandings between all levels of government, 

housing providers and financers” (Howell 2018, 446), gained from inclusive collaborative 

processes that “encourage participants to change the ways they [think] about the goals and 

actions of other sectors” (Whitzman 2018, 8), can enable a shift in the framing of affordable 

housing from a “zero-sum game” to a “win-win” solution (Howell 2018, 447).  

 

Coalition Building and Governance 

 

Coalitions of diverse and similar actors form in response to social problems or crises; to engage 

in “problem solving according to the participants’…sense of what a shared problem is” 

(Lichterman and Eliasoph 2014, 810; De Weerdt and Garcia 2015; Howell 2018). A key 

dimension of coalitions is their construction of “housing and urban development as public 

problems” (Dasgupta and Lichterman 2016, 255), transforming what power holders “originally 

conceptualised…as individual problems into a collective issue” (De Weerdt and Garcia 2015, 8), 

such as the loss of affordable housing stock or a foreclosure and eviction crisis (Howell 2018; De 

Weerdt and Garcia 2015). In short, they shine a spotlight on “the inherently political character” 

of these issues and aim “to build the political strength” (DeFilippis and Stein 2019, 26) and 

knowledge to galvanize support for particular policy agendas or even a broader redistribution of 

power. For example, Thurber and Fraser (2016, 59) revealed the “epistemological work” 

performed by tenant organizers to challenge policy discourses that marginalize and demobilize 

public housing residents by casting them “as both victims and perpetrators of problems” and in 

turn perpetuate housing and related power inequities.  

 

Multi-sector coalition-building achieves a balance between “the adversarial relationships 

necessary to challenge existing and dysfunctional or unjust policies and the collaborations 

necessary to solve problems and create new policies” (Howell 2018, 437). To strike this balance 

and manage both real and perceived conflicts of interest between disparate stakeholders with 

often conflicting roles, approaches, and goals, coalitions between government and 

nongovernmental organizations in particular have limited their focus to mutual data-sharing, 

“bring[ing] together local and expert knowledge,” and trust-building, rather than advocacy, to 

collectively “problem-solve” (Howell 2018, 440, 443) and improve affordable housing outcomes 

(De Weerdt and Garcia 2015). Such coalitions serve to overcome a “mismatch of information 

between funders and developers on the one hand and tenants and organizers on the other hand,” 
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(Howell 2018, 437) extending critical technical understandings of complex housing processes to 

grassroots efforts. Thus, they involve a “strategic interdependence” (Lichterman and Eliasoph 

2014, 823) with the state to solve “the problem at hand” (De Weerdt and Garcia 2015, 18) or to 

advance a platform often defined by a “minimal statement of interests and goals around which 

diverse actors might bond, not a cry for fundamental social change” (Lichterman and Eliasoph 

2014, 822). Furthermore, multi-sector coalitions act “as a community of interest,” with members 

focusing “intently on one issue, not a solidarity community” that seeks to resist “threats from 

powers that be” (Dasgupta and Lichterman 2016, 260). Other coalitions consist exclusively of 

grassroots organizations, “communities of identity” (Dasgupta and Lichterman 2016, 260), and 

maintain their confrontational approaches to push for system change and self-determination, 

while some undertake a combination of resistance to and collaboration with existing institutions 

(De Weerdt and Garcia 2015; Howell 2018; Moore 2020; Lichterman and Eliasoph 2014).  

 

Reflecting the latter, Spain’s Platform of Mortgage Victims (PAH) was formed by organized 

citizens who were impacted by the country’s foreclosure crisis, “creating a horizontal web of 

relations based on community support and solidarity” (De Weerdt and Garcia 2015, 21). PAH 

formed both a community of identity and community of interest by providing “information and 

knowledge to citizens to deal with evictions” (De Weerdt and Garcia 2015, 21) resulting from 

foreclosure. At the same time, it selectively confronted and/or cooperated with public and private 

institutions to facilitate the movement’s institutionalization and to achieve its desired changes in 

housing policy and laws. For instance, while PAH re-negotiated mortgage debt with financial 

institutions and “shared information and participated in formal housing commissions and 

cooperated in some instances,” it also engaged in such acts of civil disobedience as protest, 

occupations of buildings, and blockades to stop evictions and maintained “an openly critical 

approach to insufficient policy action of administrations” (De Weerdt and Garcia 2015, 21). 

Thus, PAH aimed “to respond practically to the housing crisis” while also “raising awareness 

and functioning as a protest movement” for fundamental social change (De Weerdt and Garcia 

2015, 9). 

 

Data (In)Equity and Counter Data as Resistance 

 

Affordable housing advocacy and policymaking are endeavors of “unequal levels of expertise,” 

which are both a product and a cause of a “mismatch of power” (Howell 2018, 437). As Howell 

(2018, 437) noted, in today’s highly financialized real estate market, “tenant organizers who 

interact directly with tenants frequently are not housing finance experts” and thus face 

formidable barriers in their organizing and advocacy for housing policy change (Fields 2015). 

Meanwhile, “many planners in housing and community development lack multisector data that 

can provide a more complete picture” of the experiences and needs of tenants (Howell 2018, 

437). Unequal information and power among diverse actors in affordable housing can result in 

their “work[ing] at cross purposes” or “miss[ing] opportunities for collaboration” for effective 

policy action, and even structural change (Howell 2018, 438). The data inequity experienced by 

tenants, organizers, and community-based organizations reproduces the power inequity 

underpinning the neoliberal financialization of real estate capital more broadly and affordable 

rental housing in particular (Fields 2015). Financial institutions and markets exert a “tremendous 

influence on contemporary economic, social, and cultural life and individual subjectivities,” and 

the “enmesh[ment]” of community groups in neoliberal “state and market 
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structures...diminish[es] their potential to contest the power relations that cause inequalities” 

(Fields 2015, 146, 148).  

 

To confront and transform oppressive political systems, data is both produced and deployed 

beyond the confines of narrow policy expertise and circles; it is used by activists for 

oppositional, not accommodationist, means and ends (Newman and Lake 2006). For instance, 

community organizations in New York City have responded to the impact of financialization—

and “predatory equity” (Fields 2015, 148) in particular—on multifamily rental properties by 

engaging in “strategic positivism” (Fields 2015, 152). Specifically, a coalition of community 

organizations constructed quantitative and geographic “data and indicators to document 

predatory equity, evaluate investment risk, and link investment practices to housing distress” to 

“make claims on the state and private sector” (Fields 2015, 147, 155), advance critical narratives, 

and facilitate a range of successful organizing and policy advocacy efforts. In short, this 

production of counter-data and alternative knowledge “contributed to the struggle—on the 

ground, in policy circles, and in academe—against the destabilizing impacts of financialization” 

(Fields 2015, 156) and its attendant housing injustice. 

 

Counter-maps and counter-narratives have been produced by community activist-researchers to 

render “tangible life stories and community experiences of people” (Maharawal and McElroy 

2018, 380) historically and presently marginalized, oppressed, and dispossessed by dominant 

power systems and institutions. The Anti-Eviction Mapping Project (AEMP), in response to the 

Bay Area’s eviction crisis and gentrification fueled by “venture capital, urban neoliberal politics, 

and real estate speculation” (Maharawal and McElroy 2018, 380) deploys countermapping, 

storytelling and oral history, and political organizing “as important tools in an arsenal of tactics 

and strategies for resistance, placemaking, and political community building” (387). In Texas, 

Roberts (2018, 3) has examined the role of grassroots storytelling and counternarratives as 

heritage-making and place-making to make visible, to remember, to mobilize and to preserve 

Black freedom colonies and “dislodge the dominant local public history” that erases these 

geographies. These alternative forms of data and knowledge are produced and asserted to resist 

and contest power relations and to catalyze mobilization and action for transformation.  

 

 

Methods  

 

We rely on a combination of participant-observation, document analysis, and key informant 

interviews to answer the research questions. The authors have been participant-observers in 

housing campaigns in DC and New York City and CARE in Virginia. Two authors are the co-

directors and co-founders of the RVA Eviction Lab, a research initiative within the Urban and 

Regional Studies and Planning Program at Virginia Commonwealth University that focuses on 

using data and research to address eviction and broader issues in housing affordability. 

Therefore, we are both participants and observers of the ongoing efforts to address housing 

affordability and instability across urban contexts, as trained expert researchers that use our 

research to support the goals of housing policy change. 

 

To answer the question about what kind of policy change can broad-based coalitions achieve, we 

most closely examined the role of the Washington, DC Coalition for Nonprofit Housing and 
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Economic Development, the Upstate-Downstate Housing Alliance, the Campaign to Reduce 

Evictions, and other coalitions its work inspired in Virginia housing policymaking over the past 

two years. To do so, we will conduct nine key informant interviews with coalition members, 

subcommittee chairs, and leaders from other housing advocacy and political organizing groups 

including the Virginia Poverty Law Center (VPLC), the Legal Aid Justice Center (LAJC), the 

newly formed Richmond Tenant’s Union (RTU), and the Richmond Association of Realtors-

affiliated Partnership for Housing Affordability (PHA). We will also rely on already-completed 

interviews with key informants from Washington, DC and NYC coalitions, who include 

policymakers, legal aid attorneys, housing organizers, lenders, and affordable housing 

developers. The purpose of these in-depth interviews is to understand the framing of housing 

problems (affordability, stability, etc.), the policy agendas developed and advocated for, and the 

specific actions that these leaders and groups have taken to enact those agendas. The interviews 

also focus on how these participants view political coalition-building, their effectiveness at 

achieving housing policy goals, and their long-term durability and scalability. To triangulate 

these data, we collected and analyzed the various products of these coalitions and other groups, 

such as meeting agendas, published policy agendas, meeting minutes, public education and 

advocacy reports, documents, pamphlets, and fliers. We analyze these documents, once again, 

for key themes around problem framing and articulated policy agenda. 

 

To answer our second and third research questions, what housing policies can not only achieve 

important goals for affordable housing itself but also empower future coalitions toward 

additional policy achievements, as well as the role that research can play in this process, we 

systematically and reflexively analyzed our role as researchers and as participant-observers in 

these campaigns and coalitions. To do so, we first catalogued the specific policy changes at the 

state and local level in Washington, DC, NYC, and Richmond and linked those changes to the 

work of the coalitions and groups we analyzed. We then placed our data and research 

contributions within that context, given that much of our work on housing and eviction has been 

used by the groups in detailing specific policy agendas and informing decision-makers. We 

hypothesize that CARE’s first year in advocacy was decisive, not just in the policy changes that 

it fostered around tenant-landlord law, but also because those achievements seem to have 

exhausted the shared agreed policy terrain across the diverse coalition that made up CARE. 

Therefore, part of discerning the relationship between policy adoption and building future 

political capacity involved analyzing how specific policies expand political power and in which 

quarters. 

 

 

Case Studies 

 

New York: Upstate-Downstate Housing Alliance 

 

Historical and Urban Context 

 

New York City’s affordable housing problems are well-known, but the Upstate-Downstate 

Housing Alliance brought attention to how those problems are not limited to NYC alone. While 

New York City’s housing problems extend deep into the city’s history, they have become worse 

since 2000 with increasingly unaffordable rents, gentrification pressures, deteriorating conditions 
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in the most affordable rent regulated and public housing stock, and increasing homelessness 

(Mironova 2019). Beyond the City, a 2019 Community Service Society of New York report, 

found that more than half of all renters in New York State are rent-burdened who tend to be 

concentrated in urban areas like Rochester, Albany, and Syracuse (Waters 2019). Tenants make 

up 59 percent of all households in the densest parts of upstate New York. Moreover, the 

affordable housing stock is shrinking across the state, with a net loss of more than 160,000 

apartments affordable to households living at twice the poverty line between 2012 and 2017. 

 

Origin of the Coalition 

 

While New York City has a long-standing history of tenant activism that has achieved some of 

the most expansive tenure protections and affordable housing over the past century, the Upstate-

Downstate Housing Alliance illustrates an expanding state-wide housing and tenant movement in 

response to shared housing problems across urban, suburban, and even rural contexts in New 

York State. The Upstate-Downstate Housing Alliance was founded in 2017 as a coalition 

representing renters across the state and is comprised of more than 70 organizations. The alliance 

is diverse by geography and housing sector. The coalition includes mobile home residents 

represented by the Akron Mobile Home Park Tenant Association; renters living in Rochester 

New York represented by the Citywide Tenant Union; those people experiencing homelessness 

through the sitewide Coalition for the Homeless; as well as long-standing tenant-based 

organizations like the Urban Homesteading Assistance Board that were founded during the 

1960s-1970s period of disinvestment by tenants living in vacant buildings. Some of the 

important organizational foundations of the coalition come from a deeper organizing history in 

New York City. In particular, the struggle over investment in rent regulated housing that 

displaces renters over the past 20 years provided this organizing base. One of the key aspects of 

this struggle was the role of data and research in it. 

 

Role of Data and Research in the Coalition 

 

Critical knowledge production, or in other words, providing empirical evidence to support tenant 

experience in contrast to mainstreamed and validated landlord narratives, politicize the 

ostensibly politically-neutral discourse of value created through investment in housing (Fields 

2015). Technical tools devised by local organizations add legitimacy to such alterative 

narratives, particularly in governmental and policy networks. The Building Indicator Project 

(BIP), first conceived in 2003 by members of the University Neighborhood Housing Program 

(UNHP) in the Bronx, stands as an example of alternative knowledge production that recursively 

draws from and constructs state knowledge. If the construction of alternative narratives of 

‘predatory equity’ investment politicizes market and financial logic, the BIP serves as a means to 

elevate tenant experiences and build local knowledge into policy circuits and state knowledge. 

These activities work to systematically collect evidence that support individual tenant claims, 

which then is used to construct a narrative about what the effects are for tenants. 

 

As a local community organization focused on housing issues in the northwest Bronx, UNHP has 

followed the changing dynamics in rental housing markets in the Bronx and their effects on 

residents for three decades. The housing boom of the 2000s was not the first time UNHP had 

witnessed increasing sales prices of rent regulated apartment buildings in the Bronx (University 
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Neighborhood Housing Program 2003). In the late 1980s, UNHP began to have difficulty finding 

suitably priced buildings to help their development partners purchase for rehabilitation as 

affordable housing. By the early 1990s, several apartment buildings with mortgages owned by 

Freddie Mac were in severe disrepair, and UNHP identified how the high prices owners had paid 

for the buildings made successful management impossible with the current building income 

(Groarke 2003; University Neighborhood Housing Program 2003). After organizing around this 

issue of speculative investment in low-rent buildings with low-income tenants, UNHP began 

tracking the relationship between sales prices, building income, and housing quality throughout 

the 1990s. When the Bloomberg administration began making available more city services 

online, UNHP devised a system to actively monitor building conditions by using data from New 

York City’s Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) housing code enforcement. 

Beginning in 2004, the Building Indictor Project (BIP) counts the open HPD housing code 

violations and tax liens for more than 62,000 multifamily properties. BIP calculates a composite 

‘BIP score’ or indictor by weighting the code violations by severity (HPD violations increase in 

seriousness from class A through C violations), size of tax liens, and whether the property is in 

the city’s Alternative Enforcement Program (AEP). The BIP score provides a measure of the 

physical and financial distress of housing and is actively monitored and updated every quarter 

(University Neighborhood Housing Program 2011). 

 

As alternative knowledge, the BIP tool constructed and elevated tenant experience into a format 

that could circulate in policy networks and among financial institutions. UNHP notes that several 

bank lenders report actively using the BIP to identify distressed buildings in their portfolios. 

After the seriously deteriorated conditions in the Milbank Portfolio in the Bronx came to the 

attention of City Council members, the Mayor’s Office, and HPD, the city launched a new 

regulatory strategy in 2011 called the Proactive Prevention Initiative (PPI), which would use the 

BIP data to identify buildings in distress. While BIP data identifies properties already in 

disrepair, the indicators of financial distress can also be used to find those properties that are at 

risk of deteriorating. City officials described the PPI as a ‘major shift’ in housing code 

enforcement policy, moving from reacting to tenant complaints to actively seeking out buildings 

that are at risk of deteriorating and trying to prevent it before it happens. 

 

Community organizations have researched the financial arrangements underlying the 

investments, in another example of alternative knowledge production. Citizens Housing and 

Planning Council (CHPC) and the Association for Neighborhood Housing and Development 

(ANHD) released a series of policy reports from 2007 through 2009 detailing the wave of private 

equity investment in rent regulated housing. In preparing these reports, the organizations read 

financial and property records to understand what financial assumptions borrowers and lenders 

made in executing building sales. In cases where mortgages were securitized, researchers read 

the Commercial Mortgage Backed Securities (CMBS) documentation for information about 

business plan and assumptions about revenue and rent growth. Using these financial documents, 

the reports calculated monthly debt payments and compared them to estimates of current 

building revenues, generating estimates about the extent to which buildings were 

‘overleveraged,’ where revenues could not cover mortgage payments. These analyses contributed 

to an alternative understanding of what were the fundamental assumptions and expectations 

about future rent growth and what this would mean for tenants and buildings, challenging 

financial expertise in its own language. The community-oriented reports documented how 
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building revenues and rents would have to be increased dramatically (three- or four-fold in some 

cases) for the financial assumptions to be realized. By deconstructing the financial arrangements 

underlying the investments and reconstructing the narrative about what those assumptions meant 

for tenants and buildings, these reports were able to circulate as alternative knowledge in policy 

and financial industry networks. This knowledge directly challenged the existing narratives about 

investments unlocking value and upgrading the housing stock. 

 

This earlier organizing work, which used data and representations of that data to support tenant 

experience with unstable housing, continually focused on the weaknesses in rent laws that 

facilitated the investment practices that led to deteriorating living conditions and displacement. 

While most of this work had been focused on New York City, rent laws could only be revised at 

the state level, setting up an opportunity and need for a state-wide orientation to the problem. 

 

Policy Achievements 

 

The Downstate-Upstate Housing Alliance formed in 2017, and within two years it had developed 

a specific platform and policy agenda. When Governor Cuomo signed the Emergency Tenant 

Protection Act reform bill in June 2019, much of their agenda had already been enacted. The law 

strengthened regulations in rent stabilization that had been gradually relaxed since the early 

1990s. Crucially, it eliminated vacancy decontrol, which had allowed apartments to be 

deregulated once a tenant leaves at certain rent thresholds, a provision that has been responsible 

for thousands of units leaving regulation as well as providing a clear incentive for aggressive 

landlord tactics to displace longer-term, lower-paying tenants (Teresa 2019). It also tightened the 

rules around allowable rent increases from apartment improvements and major capital 

improvements to buildings, two provisions that had been subject to significant fraud and causing 

illegal and devasting rent increases (Dulchin and Carr 2019; Make the Road New York 2011). A 

key part of the legislation, demonstrating the state-wide focus, was its expansion of rent 

regulation throughout the state, previously limited to New York City and a few select suburbs. 

 

Other Achievements 

 

Stakeholders in the Downstate-Upstate Housing Alliance clearly view the new law’s allowing of 

expanding rent stabilization across the state as an important achievement, not only because of the 

impact to tenants of expanding regulations to new markets, but also because those in the Alliance 

understand expansion as a key tool in organizing and expanding the tenant movement. One of the 

pieces of the Alliance’s platform that was not passed by the legislature was “good cause 

eviction,” which includes automatic lease renewals. The Alliance believes that it can continue to 

build on its success. This is important: stakeholders understand that the outcomes of advocating 

and legislating extend beyond the specific policies at hand, and are as much about building 

power among a class that has been historically excluded from decision-making. 

 

Of course, expanding tenant protections is significant but only one part of an expansive housing 

policy agenda that would address the scale of the crisis. Without new construction of affordable 

housing, property tax reform, and reform to exclusionary zoning, much remains undone, and 

problems will persist. The Upstate-Downstate Housing Alliance acknowledges as much, as it 

includes significant funding of public housing and other forms of affordable housing in its policy 
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platform. The priorities of the Alliance should be seen in terms of strategically building power to 

affect policy change, rather than only a narrow realization of tenant interests. More specifically, 

one of the key leaders of the coalition, Cea Weaver, notes how tenant protections can work 

toward other supply-side reforms. When she says that “relieving displacement pressure can make 

development easier” she is referring to how stabilizing tenure by protecting tenants can reduce 

their opposition to adding new housing supply, even if that is market rate housing. 

 

Washington, DC: Housing Preservation Network 

 

Historical and Urban Context 

 

Washington, DC has been recognized as one of the most rapidly gentrifying cities in the country. 

This gentrification is highlighted through rapid change in the median income, the loss of the 

District’s historic Black majority, the demolition of unsubsidized affordable housing, and the 

growth of economic inequality. Since 2000, Washington, DC’s population has increased by 

almost a quarter, led by a more than 60 percent increase in Non-Hispanic white population. 

While the Black population remained relatively stable, their share of the District’s population has 

fallen by 14 percentage points in the past two decades. At the same time, the number of housing 

units in the District has increased by almost 18 percent, led by a nearly 30 percent growth in the 

number of rental units. Yet, while the city’s median household income has risen to $88,000, 

Black median income, has fallen in adjusted dollars.  

 

At the same time, Washington, DC is also nationally recognized for its work in the preservation 

of affordable housing with more than $100 million in its locally funded housing trust fund, a 

leveraged affordable housing preservation fund, support for tenant organizing, rent control, and 

its unique Tenant Opportunity to Purchase Act (TOPA). These supports grew from decades of 

organizing and advocacy. Rent strikes and protests were a constant part of DC’s landscape 

through the late 20th century due to increasingly poor housing conditions and, in many cases, the 

abandonment of buildings. However, buildings in neighborhoods like Dupont Circle were 

converted rapidly, contributing to displacement of low- and moderate-income families. Though 

DC’s federally appointed council passed a form of rent control in the early 1970s, once DC 

installed its first home rule council in 1975, a multiracial coalition of tenants and organizers 

successfully advocated for stronger rent control and tenant protections, including the Tenant 

Opportunity to Purchase Act (TOPA). TOPA gives all tenants in DC the right of first refusal 

when their building is for sale. Over the past four decades, TOPA has facilitated both the 

collective purchase and collective negotiation in all types of buildings. Tenants can either buy 

their building or assign their right to a developer they select to develop according to tenants’ 

association demands, such as continued affordability, design, conditions, or programming.  

 

Over the next several decades, Washington, DC, like many local and state jurisdictions, used 

federal funding to support both new construction projects and preservation of existing affordable 

housing through TOPA. Yet, these funds were increasingly inadequate to address the needs. In 

2002, advocates successfully proposed a local Housing Production Trust Fund (HPTF) funded 

through 15 percent of the real estate transfer tax. In 2004, after a report on limited equity 

cooperatives in the area, DC began funding tenant organizers to help tenants work through the 

purchase process. By this time, Washington, DC was gentrifying rapidly, and tenants again faced 
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displacement through redevelopment, condominium conversion, and subsidy opt outs. In 2015, 

after a four-year Housing for All campaign by the Coalition for Nonprofit Housing and 

Economic Development (CNHED), the mayor and council began to allocate a minimum of $100 

million annually to stabilize and increase the local funding for affordable housing, which had 

fluctuated between approximately $12 million and $65 million, depending on the volume of 

property transfers in the DC area. 

 

Origin of the Coalition 

 

In 2007, as part of a MacArthur Foundation grant, the National Low Income Housing Coalition 

(NLIHC) piloted their new preservation database in several cities, including Washington, DC. 

The goal of the database was to combine data from the US Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) on existing subsidized housing with data from housing monitors working at 

the building level to address the growing number of units with expiring affordability restrictions. 

Partnering with the local Coalition for Nonprofit Housing and Economic Development 

(CNHED), NLIHC convened monthly meetings of the DC Preservation Network (DCPN) in 

which attendees ranging from tenant organizers and nonprofit housing developers to HUD and 

local housing agency staff discussed buildings at risk of being lost from the subsidized stock and 

how they could work together to preserve them. In 2010, the database was transferred to a new 

partnership between CNHED and the DC-based Urban Institute.  

 

While this group initially focused on DC’s relatively large stock of Place-Based Section 8 

buildings, the DCPN has expanded the scope of the affordable housing they track to include all 

federal and local subsidies. While the federal data was available—though initially difficult to 

understand—the local data was unreliable, located in multiple agencies, and poorly managed. In 

addition to buildings currently in the subsidized stock, the group took an active role in 

unsubsidized affordable building tenants exercising TOPA rights to maintain housing 

affordability.  

 

Role of Data and Research in the Coalition 

 

Data played a key role in both the process and the outcomes of the network. Conveners started 

with data from HUD buildings where their subsidies would expire within a year. Participants 

would then share data about the building from their perspectives. For example, a building might 

come up on the agenda, and Washington, DC government representatives might report they had 

awarded funding for rehabilitation of the building; HUD staff might report the building had 

failed its inspection; organizers might explain that the tenants had complained about abusive 

management or poor conditions; or a nonprofit developer might share that the building was being 

marketed without a subsidy. The data from the participants was collected in an ongoing agenda 

about each building, effectively creating a long-term narrative of the buildings. Very quickly, 

agenda items began to originate from the participants who might explain an issue they found at a 

building and ask what others knew about the building. These data were also included in the 

agenda for follow up in future meetings. As one early legal services participant explained, “The 

one thing I will say that – the fact that we had real organizing capacity – we had HCS [Housing 

Counseling Services], LEDC [Latino Economic Development Center], two individual organizers 

– and WIN [Washington Interfaith Network] that got into the game a little later. We had folks 
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who would go on the ground and find out what’s going on.” This co-creation of knowledge about 

the buildings, in addition to building a robust dataset about federal subsidies, also enabled the 

growth of the database to include locally-funded buildings.  

  

By making the function of the meetings “about the data,” as one convener explained, the 

meetings could be depoliticized and maintain a broad base of participants. Further, a later 

convener explained that they had to walk a line between advocacy and data to keep the network 

going as agency staff could not engage in advocacy around housing. This approach ensured that 

the network continues to include tenant organizers, advocates, and DC government staff, as well 

as both in-person and informational participation from HUD staff. Conversely, the network 

remains housed with CNHED to maintain the independence needed by the advocacy 

organizations.  

 

In addition, the data outcomes became critical. The network’s catalog became a reliable resource 

for affordable housing data among agency staff, advocates, and organizers. One agency staff 

member reported checking it before external meetings about particular buildings to ensure she 

had accurate information about subsidies, technical assistance providers working with tenants, 

number of units, and recent updates about the building. This was particularly critical when data 

in the local government was incomplete about buildings subsidized before 2003. These data have 

been used as a basis for the DC Housing Insights tool created through a partnership between the 

DC Department of Housing and Community Development, the Coalition for Nonprofit Housing, 

and Economic Development and Code for DC.  

 

Policy Achievements 

 

In 2014, the non-governmental participants in the network began to meet about the development 

of a report for the newly elected Mayor Muriel Bowser based on six years of collected data about 

preservation. The result was “Maintaining Economic Diversity and Affordability: A Strategy for 

Preserving Affordable Rental Housing in the District of Columbia” (DC Preservation Network 

2014). The report identified several key policy changes needed because, as a former convener 

argued, “we’ve never had preservation or preservation policy or preservation strategy and we just 

had to [argue] that to the people [in District agencies] and say ‘you’ve got to conserve this, this, 

and this,’ but, you’ve got to put some meat on those bones.” 

 

The recommendations in the report included at least $100 million in the trust fund, a leveraged 

loan fund for predevelopment and acquisition, a senior staff member focused on preservation, 

strengthened asset management, implementation of the District Opportunity to Purchase Act 

(DOPA)1, one for one replacement of lost units, and improved enforcement to ensure housing 

code violations are cured. In the new year, the mayor convened a Housing Strike Force that came 

to many of the same conclusions when the report was released in the summer of 2016. These 

included: establishing a preservation unit; creating a public-private preservation fund; expanding 

resources to preserve small properties; adopting regulations for the District Opportunity to 

 

1 DOPA passed in 2009, but regulations were not written and accepted until 2018.  
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Purchase Act (DOPA); advancing preservation through the Tenant Opportunity to Purchase Act 

(TOPA); and enhancing programs to allow low-income seniors to age in place (DHCD 2020).  

 

In less than a decade, affordable housing preservation went from an issue discussed by 

organizers and advocates to one on the forefront of the mayor’s agenda in Washington, DC. In 

2019, the mayor signed an executive order pushing all District agencies to work together to 

facilitate the creation of 36,000 new units of housing by 2025. Of those, 12,000 had to be 

affordable. The mayor made it clear that any units lost from the subsidized affordable stock 

counted against that 12,000 number, making preservation a clear priority (DMPED 2020).  

 

Other Achievements 

 

While the policy outcomes from DCPN were critical, they had a more practical mission of 

preservation. The participants were able to do this both through the data, but also through both 

the networks created and the knowledge shared across groups. In the early years of the network, 

many participants expressed frustration over losses from the affordable stock. What is clear when 

examining the data is that many of the processes of preservation began years, or even decades, 

before they showed up on the DCPN monthly agenda. But what became clear after a few high-

profile preservation efforts was that the networks—and more importantly having the space to 

meet with practitioners outside of the sectors where they worked—facilitated problem-solving, 

relationship-building, and information-sharing. Reflecting on a contentious project in Southeast 

Washington, DC, multiple stakeholders argued that it would have been much smoother if it had 

started after DCPN was up and running. DCPN would have received early warnings about the 

deteriorating conditions at the development and could have facilitated discussions among the 

stakeholders to understand the goals of the tenants. Instead, tenants, organizers, attorneys, and 

agency staff spent a decade fighting before they finally found a solution.  

 

The second important piece beyond the data was the sharing of critical knowledge. Affordable 

housing, as an area of policy that interests a broad range of stakeholders, including residents, 

organizers, service providers, attorneys, lenders, housing developers, and several layers of 

local/state and federal agency staff that all have a particular knowledge base related to housing, 

can be opaque to those outside of those sectors because there is little space in which to share this 

accumulated knowledge. One of the clearest challenges is the complexity of subsidized housing 

finance. In DCPN, this was exacerbated by the large proportion of DC’s subsidized stock that 

was funded through legacy programs—or those that are no longer active—such as place-based 

Section 8, Section 202, or the more obscure Housing and Urban Development’s multicultural 

subsidy program. On top of these are the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit, local funding, and 

policy. Many of the organizers who initially participated in the network found that it was a 

helpful place to learn the language of housing finance. This allowed them to work more 

creatively to solve problems with residents hoping to buy their buildings or otherwise keep it 

affordable. This type of learning went both ways, meaning that agency staff also learned about 

the gaps between policy and implementation in building they helped to finance.  

 

Virginia: Campaign to Reduce Evictions 
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Historical and Urban Context 

 

The city of Richmond, Virginia is fundamentally segregated and unequal. Its low- and moderate-

income households – particularly minority households – have faced chronic housing instability 

over the past century stemming from slum clearance, urban renewal schemes, highway 

construction, and downtown development efforts. Most recently, Blacks in Richmond have faced 

dispossession from foreclosure, gentrification, and eviction. Neighborhoods facing high eviction 

rates today see overlays of current poverty, poor school quality, and unequal access to city 

services, healthy food, transportation, and jobs (Housing Opportunities Made Equal 2019). 

However, these neighborhoods also are the same that were redlined, bisected by highway 

projects, and receivers of all of the city’s almost 5,000 public housing units (Silver 1984; 

Campbell 2012).  

 

At the same time, eviction policy is made at the state level, meaning that, as a Dillon Rule state, 

Virginia localities cannot legislate anything not specifically allowed by the state legislature. In 

effect, this reinforces state-level development power. In 1974, Virginia passed the Virginia 

Residential Tenant Act, modeled off of uniform legislation created by what is now the Uniform 

Law Commission (ULC) in 1972. The legislation clarified and standardized laws across the 

country. Yet it was eroded over the decades. Annually, a legislative package is submitted 

through the real estate lobby, and each year, that legislative package would include laws to 

curtail tenant rights in favor of multifamily landlords. On attorney explained, “They looked like 

tiny little adjustments, but after 10 years of half a dozen tiny little adjustment, or I guess eight 

years, every year what you had was a very lopsided set of laws that benefited landlords over 

tenants.” Other interviewees explained that, because the legislation came from influential donor 

organizations, the legislative package had great weight. Just as importantly, the changes were 

seemingly small, and few legislators had deep knowledge of landlord-tenant law. As another 

advocate argued, “The big lobby, like the realtors, the landlords, the home builders, they have all 

the money so they have three people at the GA [General Assembly] year-round. They're donating 

to... Giving money at fundraisers, they're playing golf, they're just maintaining those 

relationships so that they are the trusted authority on whatever housing related issues that they 

have.” 

 

Richmond’s ongoing racial segregation, rooted in redlining, urban renewal, and highway 

projects, has historically played a key role in the fractured nature of housing governance in 

Richmond leading into 2018. As one nonprofit director explained when asked if she collaborated 

with other nonprofits across the city, “No; those white nonprofits don’t come down here.” She 

corrected to say that she occasionally worked with a homelessness organization for referrals. 

This typical response illuminated what is visible in any room where advocates engage: in spite of 

a low-income population that is overwhelmingly Black, rooms where advocates come together 

were almost exclusively white. This segregation of leadership, though in most cases 

unintentional in the proximate invitation, resulted from those in leadership positions inviting 

those they knew or had worked with in the past to sit on boards, join committees, or engage in 

policy work. Richmond’s segregation of social and professional life means that these decisions 

are inherently racialized. In observations of several different boards, it was typical to find one or 

even no Black members. The upshot of this is a lack of connectivity to marginalized 

communities and decision-making that rarely centers on impacted communities as is illustrated 
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by an exchange about stakeholder feedback on a housing report that suggested the organizers 

report data by race. The all-white board ultimately decided they did not want “to open up that 

can of worms.” Given that the report would address questions of inclusion in zoning, subsidy, 

and construction, this experience was notable.   

 

This racialization of power in the nonprofit sector is exacerbated by the lack of connectivity 

between those who directly interact with residents and those who lobby, advocate, and make 

policy to address affordable housing concerns. Grassroots organizations and high-level advocates 

collaborate through their respective horizontal networks, but there are very few circumstances in 

which there are vertical connections between organizations. Meetings of advocates consist of the 

same organizational actors and usually the same actors if they switch agencies. As one policy 

organization leader argued: 

  

You need advocates who aren't having to worry about keeping the lights on in a nonprofit 

because I don't think ... I mean, it's a conflicted voice. Our dynamic is such that I don't 

think we will ... It will be very, very hard to make measurable progress in terms of 

putting units on the ground until we realize that people's advocacy tends to stop when it's 

not beneficial to the organization they're running. You can't advocate like that. 

 

When Richmond became a focal point for eviction policy, there was one primary local 

organization conducting direct policy advocacy for housing: the Partnership for Housing 

Affordability (PHA), a nonprofit arm of the Richmond Association of Realtors. While several 

other organizations who worked with PHA had occasional access, this was not the norm for 

nonprofit organizations who had difficulty accessing high-level conversations. Most importantly, 

there was no mechanism through which residents speak for themselves. In fact, suggestions 

made at board meetings to encourage residents to attend local hearings to advocate were shut 

down, with other participants arguing it “could get out of hand.” 

 

Origin of the Coalition 

 

In April 2018, The New York Times released a story detailing a national eviction crisis centered 

on the second highest evicting large city in the county: Richmond, Virginia (Badger and Bui 

2018). An article that local stakeholders describe as a “catalyst” for massive change explained 

that Richmond had a sustained eviction rate of more than 11 percent over more than a decade. It 

was not a top ten list that any city wanted to make. What was more damning was the data, 

released by the Princeton Eviction Lab, that formed the center of the article. It illustrated, 

through census block group data, that Richmond’s eviction rates followed a familiar pattern. 

Rather than being diffuse across the city, high rates of eviction overlapped with historic patterns 

of redlining, urban renewal, low food access, and low incomes. In short, neighborhood racial 

composition was the most influential factor on neighborhood eviction rates—more than double 

that of home value, rent burden, or other neighborhood variables (Teresa 2018). 

 

Yet this was not a surprise to service providers, organizers, and attorneys. As one attorney 

explained, “The thing that surprised me most about things right here most was how surprised 

everybody else was, because those of us who work in the field have known this for years.” As a 

result of the article, advocates started to organize around the issue and convened meetings of 
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existing partners weeks before the article’s release. In March, they met to plan a big tent 

coalition that would meet at the end of May. Initially, the steering committee of CARE consisted 

of white partners who had known each other through existing social and professional 

relationships, reflecting Richmond’s relationship-led affordable housing network. In the first 

meeting of the steering committee in which the participants were asked if they all were 

comfortable being on the steering committee, one participant pointed out that all the people 

around the table were white—a problem for an issue that is disproportionately felt by 

Richmond’s Black residents. This resulted in a broadening of the network of members of the 

committee.  

 

By May, when CARE first met in a large group, the network had grown to include tenant 

organizers, housing providers, attorneys, service providers, and researchers, as well as 

government agency staff and elected officials. The network was divided into three working 

groups: eviction prevention services and supports; supply of affordable rental housing; and law, 

court practice, and legal representation.  Each work group was led by steering committee 

members. The subcommittees were charged with developing proposals for the legislative session 

that would begin in January of 2019.  

 

Role of Data and Research in the Coalition 

 

Data played both a formative and a continuing role in the Campaign to Reduce Evictions. 

Princeton Eviction Lab’s release of a nearly nationwide eviction dataset, and the subsequent 

reporting on those data was noted by many of the stakeholders, with many describing it as 

catalytic. Eviction has been a known issue among tenants and legal and social service providers 

for many years. The missing data, illustrating Hartman’s and Robinson’s (2003) “hidden housing 

problem,” kept the scope of evictions hidden from legislators, advocates, and even tenants facing 

eviction. Yet, the data released from the Princeton Eviction Lab articulated that the problem 

existed. It took additional analysis, collection, and dissemination to maintain the coalition. In the 

first few meetings, analysts from local organizations and Virginia Commonwealth University 

partnered to analyze eviction data and its relationship to other variables, including demographics, 

building code violations, and the location of Housing Choice Vouchers. This informal process 

led to the creation of the RVA Eviction Lab, a community-responsive data analysis and policy 

research collaboration in the School of Government and Public Affairs at Virginia 

Commonwealth University.  

 

Over the next year, the RVA Eviction Lab, in partnership with members of CARE, collected and 

analyzed data and made presentations to help frame the problem and understand possible policy 

solutions at the state and local level. Because of the initial buzz around eviction in Richmond, 

these presentations and data reports were covered by the press and supported continued visibility 

of the issue. In the fall of 2018, CARE hosted a forum on “Race, Racism and Evictions in the 

Old Dominion,” which centered race in the discussions of eviction. RVA Eviction Lab staff 

presented two new data points. First, they presented statistical analysis suggesting that 

neighborhood racial composition, more than double that of any other factor, was a significant 

driver of neighborhood eviction rates. Second, they presented geographic analysis of the overlap 

of historic race-based policies in the city of Richmond and evictions and argued that eviction is 

not merely an individual issue—as most of the policy framing to that point argued. Rather, they 
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argued, it was part of a pattern of dispossessions of Black communities. It was explicitly linked 

to race through the systemic inequality of the city. 

 

Other Achievements 

 

Beyond policy achievements, participants largely argued that CARE served an important purpose 

of convening and “getting everyone to sing from the same sheet of music,” as one lobbyist 

explained. Stakeholders in CARE repeatedly described the coalition as a “catalyst.” In their 

minds, CARE catalyzed a focus on eviction and broader issues of housing affordability and 

expanded that focus beyond the experts in the field to include elected officials and other 

decision-makers.  

 

 

Discussion 

 

Competing Theories of Change 

 

These cases also revealed the challenges and opportunities in large-scale housing advocacy. One 

of the primary challenges were in competing theories of change, or the goals and methods for 

policy change. While members of the coalition will agree to the reason for the coalition— rent 

stabilization, preservation, or eviction in these cases— they may be less clear about the unstated 

issues such as power, voice, and specific policy approaches (De Weerdt and Garcia 2015; 

Howell 2018; Lichterman and Eliasoph 2014; Dasgupta and Lichterman 2016). Using 

Friedmann’s (1987) framework for planning, we explore these goals and methods as system 

maintenance, system change, and system transformation. In the housing context, it is important 

to understand how historically housing policy serves as a key institutional venue for social 

change and that not all housing policy contains the same kind of political valence or possibility 

(Drake Rodriguez 2021). Here, we specifically identify that these frameworks are inclusive of 

both process and outcomes. These frameworks can create critical conflicts in a coalition as they 

did most obviously in the Richmond case.  

 

The elite-driven approach to housing governance that existed at the outset of CARE’s creation 

functioned within a system maintenance tradition that highlighted the importance of working 

through “appropriate practices” and norms of the legislative process. They relied on existing 

networks with state agencies and elected officials, eschewed public engagement, and, at best, 

saw a role for impacted communities as providing additional data points for their narrowly 

focused advocacy. While their goals may have been ambitious, those goals fit within a narrow 

focus of existing relationships and structures. As one lobbyist argued, “For people who have 

been marginalized, for people whose voices have not been heard, I think, righteous indignation 

and righteous anger is legitimate and should be expected. Now, just being pissed off is not a 

public policy, initiative or strategy. So I think people are more effective if they move past that 

anger, and energy to real strategies for systemic change.” 

 

At the same time, other members of the coalition were focused on system change or system 

transformation. They argued that power and a lack of attention to systemic issues were a large 

part of the problem. One organizer explained, “I don't like this area of elitism, you know what I 
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mean? Where I can get things done because I have the access to them. If I'm meeting with the [a 

housing agency] and we say, "Look, people are having this issue ... " and then they all be like 

"Well, just let us know who those people are." No. I don't want you to just fix the one issue for 

this one person or whatever. I want you to really change what you're doing.” These conflicts 

were exacerbated by the big tent nature of Richmond’s coalition.  

 

Conversely, DCPN was created to capitalize on shared theories of change. That is, the network, 

convened by non-governmental agencies, was designed as a space where organizers, government 

and other stakeholders had equal seats. Yet, at the same time, the non-governmental participants, 

most of whom have been funded by Washington, DC government for organizing, service 

provision, or development, were, by nature of their funding, willing to accept that government 

could provide assistance in the process. Further, the focus on data at the outset depoliticized the 

space – if tenuously – meaning that participants learned, built relationships, and shared 

information that would preserve housing. The details of tactics for preservation or fighting with 

the landlord were typically reserved for offline conversations or other meetings among those 

focused on system transformation, maintenance, or change. At the same time, the relationships 

and knowledge built, in some cases, created space to engage in dialog about deeper approaches 

to change over time. 

 

Similarly, members of the Upstate-Downstate Alliance shared a theory of change to a significant 

degree. While the coalition is diverse, including some smaller landlords, members largely share 

position as renters, or perhaps more broadly as “unpropertied” people, which supported the 

Alliance’s focus on bringing system change. A first step in that process was to rewrite rent laws 

to offer more protection for renters. A leader in the Alliance suggested, however, that the 

Alliance may not survive in its current form for future campaigns, acknowledging that some of 

its property owner base would not support future efforts to expand state capacity to enforce laws 

and acquire property for public purpose, which she understood as a critical component to 

ensuring the future of stable and affordable housing. 

 

Data and Power  

 

As Howell (2018) argues, the broad range of participants, from service providers and tenants to 

lenders and agency staff, in housing policy creates a perfect storm for inequality of power and 

access. Not only do residents and advocates often have very little data about housing issues 

(Hartman and Robinson 2003), but the focus in philanthropic and state funding on physical 

development over community organizing has put them at a disadvantage in the political space 

(Silverman 2003). In Richmond and Washington, DC, for example, the data infrastructure for 

those who could not pay for it was limited before they formed their networks. Conversely, New 

York had been collecting data about rent controlled buildings and other locally managed 

programs for decades as part of program management. Thus, Richmond and DC had the 

challenge of both forming coalitions and addressing critical data gaps about where needs were, 

the contours of those needs, and how to connect with residents. The primary difference was that, 

in DC, there already was a network of housing advocates and agency staff focused on housing 

who could lobby and collect data. Further, the fact that NLIHC was grant-funded to collect the 

data and coordinate the participants smoothed the path.  
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While real estate lobbies retain significant funded power in the form of lobbying and existing 

networks, advocates, such as those in the CARE network, were largely volunteers who had full 

time jobs in other organizations. This pattern, consistent over time in Richmond, meant that, 

while the legislature passed an annual omnibus legislative package from the real estate and home 

building lobby, advocates had little person power to resist it. They were further disadvantaged by 

being unable to donate to campaigns, attend fundraisers and move in the same social circles. As 

one advocate in Richmond frequently expressed, “I don't have that luxury, and so I mean, you 

recognize pretty quickly, it's David versus Goliath, and you have to form these coalitions to get 

movement.” At the same time, both DC and New York had more developed capacity for 

lobbying to address their policy demands. While they still had different levels of access, their 

ability to mobilize residents, educate elected officials, and attend hearings and other meetings 

during work hours meant they had a greater chance of being heard and electing candidates who 

supported their work. 

 

Political Opportunity and Scale 

 

In all three cases, data played a key role in shifting the power of the coalitions broadly by 

reducing information imbalances. However, the specific role of data reflected the embedded 

capacity of advocacy and theories of change embedded in the coalition. In New York, the 

creation of data to elevate tenant experiences also served to create connections among residents 

and learn about the connections between their experiences. These data served as a source of 

mobilization for tenants who used this to produce counter narratives (Fields 2015; Maharawal 

and McElroy 2018; Roberts 2018) that were critical to policy advocacy. In DC, data was used to 

co-produce knowledge about preservation between actors across multiple sectors. That 

knowledge reflected both the experiences of tenants facing deteriorating conditions or rights 

violations and the experiences of housing finance professionals and agency staff in mobilizing 

financial and legal resources for preservation. The resulting relationships, policy 

recommendations, and building preservation successes ultimately served as a critical way of 

changing the way preservation was addressed in DC. Richmond’s nascent housing advocacy 

coalition used data as a way of both breaking the ice and keeping eviction at the forefront of the 

policy discussions at the state capitol. Building on existing partnerships, researchers from 

multiple organizations initially produced maps, graphics, and presentations to help explain the 

significance and geographic disparity of the data. But they then used newly collected data 

through the RVA Eviction Lab to answer specific policy questions needed to justify policies.  

 

Finally, the development of relationships were critical pieces, particularly for groups that have 

had limited power. In New York, these relationships were primarily horizontal or among similar 

sectors of the housing sector. By connecting tenants across communities, they built significant 

power and influence. In Richmond, they focused on vertical relationships, or those among actors 

in other sectors. This was primarily because, as many interviewees suggested, Richmond is a 

relatively small community of advocates. So those who have been working in the same area—

social service provision, legal services, housing development, lobbying, etc.—had been working 

together, in many cases, for decades. Thus, the most critical relationships came between sectors, 

particularly among attorneys, housing advocates, organizers, and researchers. However, unlike 

DC, where vertical relationships developed broadly, in Richmond, these new relationships were 

rarely discussed by those who formed Richmond’s elite housing governance structure. By 
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focusing on technical issues of data, DCPN was able to bring a range of people to the table to 

discuss affordable housing preservation. The power of those relationships extended to policy and 

practice outside of the DCPN meetings.  

 

 

Conclusions: Lessons for Practice 

 

We identify five key lessons that advocates, experts, and practitioners should keep in mind when 

developing housing policies and working on strategies for their adoption and implementation. 

Our study shows how enacting housing policy that addresses the scope of the housing problem 

requires thinking and acting beyond a narrow policy focus and must include an analysis of 

power: how different organizations and interest groups work together and through the state to 

achieve policy change. We organize the lessons in order from the larger-scale to the more 

housing policy-specific.  

 

Know What Counts as a Success: The Context of Housing Policy and Organizing Capacity 

 

Our case studies demonstrate widely ranging contexts in terms of the state of housing policy 

progressivity and organizational capacity to enact policy change. Having a clear understanding 

of the policy context and the capacity of advancing new agendas is an important first step 

because it frames goals and the types of results should be considered a success. In many states 

and localities, sweeping zoning reform and public subsidy for affordable housing that meets the 

need are unfortunately well beyond what is feasible in the immediate term. Yet important steps 

can be taken now in all places, and the reforms that are immediately achievable can still be 

meaningful and significant to build on for future policy action (see also lesson #5). For example, 

the Campaign to Reduce Evictions in Richmond and Virginia was an unprecedented coalition of 

advocates, housing professionals, and even landlord representatives precisely because the state of 

organizational capacity for affordable housing policy advocacy had been up to 2018 rather 

underdeveloped and relatively unattached to grassroots organizing. Therefore, achieving policy 

change, such as required written leases with standard terms, among other tenant-landlord law 

reforms, proved a significant success in Virginia because it represented one of the first shifts in 

momentum and balance of power. While the achievements of CARE may pale in comparison to 

those of the Upstate-Downstate Housing Alliance in New York, for example, the contexts and 

the stakeholders themselves show how the frame of what counts as success must be 

contextualized. 

 

The Importance of Receptive Elected Officials 

 

Ultimately, enacting affordable housing policy requires those in decision- and law-making 

capacities—mayors, councils, board of supervisors, governors, and state legislators—to at a 

minimum be receptive to affordable housing policy goals and ideally be seeking out such 

proposals. All of the various policy successes in our cases depended on critical shifts in mayoral 

administrations (DC) and state legislatures (New York and Virginia). Any housing policy agenda 

will be stymied or fostered by these kinds of electoral political realities. This suggests that the 

larger landscape of electoral organizing should be at least considered when thinking through 

where to devote resources. Sometimes working toward empowering a receptive slate of elected 
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officials who will prioritize affordable housing may need to take priority over other kinds of 

goals. In the New York case, for example, prior to the formation of the Alliance, many of the 

member organizations had worked to inform and/or support the political campaigns of those state 

legislators who made affordable housing issues a central part of their platforms. This also led 

toward holding those elected officials responsible for such promises once they took office. 

 

Sustained Policy Advocacy Requires Organizational Investment 

 

Policies must have dedicated and well-supported advocates who can shepherd them through the 

appropriate legislative and administrative bodies, venues, and processes. The reality is that for 

housing policies to be adopted, they require organizations and people who can make sustained 

contact with elected officials and other decision-makers. Often state legislators and local council 

members rely on long standing relationships with groups to understand specific policy areas like 

housing. In many of our cases, state legislators traditionally relied on groups like realtor 

associations for policy advice, which at best had a neutral effect on affordable housing policy 

and at worst steadily eroded important renter protections. Elected officials need to have networks 

of contacts that prioritize renters, affordable housing, and other key policy agendas for housing 

justice. Our cases show that treating affordable housing policy advocacy as a job, putting 

resources and support behind those positions can pay off. Supporting these positions for 

multiple-year campaigns can expand the capacity and the set of relationships that are vital for 

policy change. Additionally, sometimes there is a tendency for potential philanthropic funders to 

seek out organizations that are perceived to have the most expertise or capacity on an issue. 

Instead, resources should be focused on those organizations, usually Black- and Brown-led, that 

are under-funded in their efforts. 

 

Data and Research Must be Connected and Accessible 

 

Each of the cases studied show the importance of having data and research in the work of 

advancing affordable housing policy. But data and research should not be isolated within 

traditional expert circles, and it should be connected to the action on the ground. Some of the 

most impactful research in New York came from advocates and tenants themselves, collecting 

data to answer questions that they had about their own housing conditions. Working with those 

organizations that have technical expertise, tenants were able to create reports that could be 

circulated in policy circles which “validates” such knowledge as legitimate and actionable. In the 

DC and Virginia cases, research was created in partnership with those who are asking critical 

questions and looking for answers and action that can address their needs. Universities and other 

institutions that focus on public policy research have a clear role to play in these kinds of 

campaigns, but to have the most impact, they should at a minimum be attuned to problems that 

communities face, and ideally, they should be working in partnership around research that is 

connected and accessible to housing problems. 

 

Analyze and Design Housing Policy for Specific Impacts and for Strategic Value to Future 

Success 

 

Addressing the affordable housing crisis will likely require many different efforts over multiple 

years. The cases illustrate how practitioners should understand policy not only in its own terms 
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for specific impacts in affordable housing, but also for how the policy will affect future efforts. 

Which policies activate new advocates, and which will provide opportunities for future 

proposals? For example, one of the key impacts from the expansion of allowing localities to 

implement rent stabilization in New York is not limited to the fact that more renters could have 

tenure protections, but also that this expanded policy provides an opportunity for building 

organizing capacity and power in new places and bringing new people into the movement. 

Therefore, the policy success is twofold: the direct impacts from the policy itself and new 

opportunities it provides for additional policy change. This particular lesson may be in tension 

with the economistic tendency within housing policy expertise to design policy to be 

“economically efficient” and to bypass perceived “political” bottlenecks. However, these 

approaches are often neither direct in addressing housing needs nor especially effective, and 

therefore tend to demobilize necessary collective action rather than enable it. Experts, advocates, 

and practitioners should design and use policy in ways that deliver direct and observable material 

benefits and that provide new opportunities for future and expanded engagement.  
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