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ABSTRACT 

Since the New Deal, homeownership has been a national economic goal and a way to give 

citizens a stake in society. While homeownership’s long-term material benefits are well-

documented, its civic virtues are more difficult to disentangle, though evidence of the strong 

influence homeowners wield in local politics is growing. Combining a diverse set of data sources 

— including 2018 American Community Survey five-year data, county-level administrative 

voter data in Ohio, and the Zillow Home Value Index — this paper finds a statistically 

significant relationship between a county’s rate of homeownership and turnout in countywide 

ballot measure contests. A one percentage point increase in homeownership is associated with a 

0.79 percentage point increase in turnout after controlling for average property values, residential 

stability, and other county-level variables.  
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

“A nation of homeowners, of people who own a real share in their own land, is unconquerable.” 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, speech to the United States Savings and Loan League, 1942 

 

The role of homeownership has taken many forms over time: a promise of economic security and 

independence; a private insurance plan for unforeseen economic shocks; a retirement plan; a 

speculative financial instrument to build wealth. The universal thread which runs through history 

is the idea homeownership produces a stronger citizenry. From President Herbert Hoover’s 

assertion that “there can be no fear for a democracy” from homeowners to President Bill 

Clinton’s claim that homeownership made his mother a better citizen, this message is deeply 

ingrained in the rhetoric of housing policy (McCabe, 2016). 

 Two popular theories from social scientists attempt to explain the link between 

homeownership and political participation. In 2002, William Fischel articulated the “homevoter 

hypothesis,” the idea an individual homeowner will become engaged in local political issues, like 

neighborhood crime and property tax rates, to protect and grow his or her equity. A second 

mechanism instead emphasizes the residential stability conferred by homeownership, which 

creates the conditions for organized political interests to form. 

 I test each of these theories using ordinary least squares models. The three primary OLS 

models rely on county-level data merged from 2018 American Community Survey (ACS) five-

year data and administrative voter data from the Ohio Secretary of State’s Office (SOS) from 
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2015 and 2017, in addition to property value data from the Zillow Home Value Index. In the 

most robust model, I find that a one percentage point increase in a county’s homeownership rate 

is associated with a 0.79 percentage point increase in turnout in countywide ballot measure 

contests after controlling for average property values, residential stability, and other county-level 

variables. The relationship is statistically significant at conventional levels.  

Then, using data from the 2008 American National Election Study (ANES) to conduct 

robustness checks, I regress general voter turnout on homeownership controlling for similar 

variables. I find the results are comparable to those of the Ohio models. 

Finding significant relationships between homeownership and local political participation 

raises fundamental questions about democratic representation. If ownership lends residents a 

louder voice in local decisions, policymakers should evaluate ways to ensure renters’ preferences 

are heard. This could be accomplished through changes to the public engagement process, 

expanding opportunities for ownership, or a mix of both. Given the scale of the affordable 

housing crisis and weakening faith in democratic institutions across the country, alternative 

models of ownership that increase access to wealth and may build political solidarity, such as 

shared equity housing, should be strongly considered by policymakers. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Does “ownership” — measured through the accumulation of equity from land, property value, or 

both — stimulate engagement in local political affairs? 

At the turn of the millennium, William Fischel introduced the “homevoter hypothesis,” 

which explained how local government choices may be motivated by homeowners’ wishes to 

maximize their property values (2002). By giving individuals a material stake in their 

surrounding community, the logic goes, they face strong incentives to care about local political 

outcomes because those outcomes may threaten or grow individuals’ equity.  

Since then, scholars have focused on expanding the implications of enhanced 

representation of homeownership preferences on local political outcomes. In what contexts are 

homeowner preferences most dominant? Do these preferences make local governments more 

liberal or conservative? What forms of political participation, such as donating to and 

volunteering for local campaigns, are most salient among motivated homeowners? 

The most basic proxy for local political participation is turnout in local elections, though 

innovative studies are using the advent of machine-readable city council meeting minutes to 

conduct analysis on attendance and public testimony (Yoder, 2019). Contemporary scholarship is 

largely focused on how local politics reflect national attitudes and behaviors when elections are 

partisan, leading some researchers to investigate the liberal-conservative ideological orientations 

of consistent participants in local politics, and whether individual issues or candidates on their 

merits matter less than their partisan positions or labels (Hall & Yoder, 2019). Liberal-



4 
 

conservative ideological identification sometimes maps onto seemingly nonpartisan elections 

like bond measures for road repair or wetland improvements, but there is typically depressed 

turnout in nonpartisan elections, especially when their schedule does not align with general 

elections. 

There are two narrative pathways which may explain the mechanism linking 

homeownership and local political participation: the local equity story and the residential 

stability story. 

 First, the relationship may be a function of William Fischel’s “homevoter hypothesis.” 

Once people buy into local housing markets, they have a substantial investment — the value of 

their home — to grow and protect. The worth of that investment is largely shaped by local 

conditions, including the quality of neighborhood schools, level of crime, rate of property taxes, 

density of nearby development, and other factors. Because local political outcomes matter a great 

deal to how these conditions manifest, homeowners face powerful incentives to engage in local 

politics, to maximize the size of their investments and ensure investments are safe from attempts 

to redistribute them. A recent comprehensive publication shows homeowners act on local 

political events specifically on the basis of protecting their investments, and this behavior is 

robust over time and across a variety of political activities (McCabe, 2016). 

Renters and low-income homeowners may also be interested in local political outcomes, 

but under the homevoter hypothesis, they aren’t compelled by the same structural forces of self-

interested wealth-building because there is no substantial homeowner equity or debt liability 

involved to draw them into the local political process (Fischel, 2002; Hall & Yoder, 2019). 

However, some studies show there are certain conditions where renters may involve themselves 

to a degree comparable with homeowners, such as when the scope of conflict is narrow — for 
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instance, a single disruptive building project near an apartment complex may spark concentrated 

political resistance — or when renters are represented in local politics, potentially leading to 

more ambitious affordable housing policies (Hankinson, 2017; Einstein et al., 2019). 

 The residential stability story explains how homeownership provides a foundation of 

stability in daily life which allows an interest in local politics to develop. For example, research 

finds how both individual and neighborhood-level characteristics impact and reinforce civic 

behaviors (Kang & Kwak, 2003). The greater fragility and uncertainty of renters’ lives pose 

barriers to participation. Moving from place to place based on fluctuating rental market prices 

makes it more difficult for local roots to take hold; people may not be in one location long 

enough to become informed about and engaged in the politics of their area. In addition, 

homeowners may also have the advantage of establishing strong social bonds with nearby 

homeowners due to their stability, which may in turn drive social group pressures to become 

involved in local politics. 

 Synthesizing these insights, I hypothesize there is a positive relationship between 

homeownership and turnout in countywide ballot measure contests, both through local equity 

and residential stability mechanisms. 
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY 

 

To test the relationship between homeownership and turnout in countywide ballot measure 

contests, I developed three OLS regression models and conducted a series of robustness checks. 

I merged the following three datasets, matching on county-years: administrative data on 

voter turnout in local ballot measure contests in Ohio for the years 2015 and 2017, sourced from 

the Ohio Secretary of State’s Office which makes turnout data for these years publicly available; 

county-level characteristics from the latest American Community Survey five-year release, 

which includes data from 2014 to 2018; and home value data from the Zillow Home Value 

Index. Each county-year was matched to the county’s average home value in November 2015 or 

November 2017 depending on the election year. 

I selected Ohio for two reasons. First, Ohio’s share of white and black residents generally 

reflects national demographics, though it has substantially fewer Asian Americans and Hispanic 

Americans than the country at large (US Census Bureau, 2020). While different state election 

and housing policies structure access to voting and homeownership, limiting the external validity 

of the analysis, it is important for internal validity to ensure the selected state was diverse enough 

to control for structural barriers to black homeownership (Hamilton & Cogswell, 1997).  

Second, the Ohio Secretary of State’s Office publishes detailed turnout data on local 

elections, including information like the geographic range of the ballot item and how many 

registered voters exist in each county. This allowed me to isolate countywide ballot measure 

contests and calculate turnout for each contest. In addition, Ohio had a significant number of 
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countywide ballot measure contests in election years with no presidential or statewide races, 

2015 and 2017. Using these years controls for turnout that would otherwise have been motivated 

by larger races, improving the models’ ability to capture strictly local motivations. 

The ACS is the most robust national source for county-level characteristics I need to 

control for in my models: rate of homeownership, age, race, education level, and length of 

residence. The five-year data provide more reliable counts for sparsely populated regions and 

small subgroups than single-year ACS data (US Census Bureau, 2020).  

The final merged data do contain some limitations. The most robust studies on the 

relationship between homeownership and political participation have individual-level property 

data purchased through data vendors (Hall & Yoder, 2019; Yoder, 2019). Individuals in those 

data are then matched with public meeting or voting records. This approach is a more exact 

research method than mine, which relies on county-level averages and may obscure associations 

that appear in individual-level relationships.  

The measurement of some important ACS variables poses additional analytical barriers. 

In the ACS data, age, home values, and length of residence are categorical variables whose 

values are number ranges. This necessitates transforming these categorical variables into dummy 

variables with somewhat arbitrary cutoffs. To respond to this issue, I tested multiple versions of 

models, trying different cutoffs for the age and length of residence categorical variables. 

However, the cutoffs I used in the main model are justified later in this section. 

To account for the ACS limitation on home values, I used the Zillow Home Value Index 

to pick up county-level averages. Employing those data in the models allows for a more accurate 
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estimation of the association home values bring into the relationship because the ACS data is 

limited to using a dummy version of the home value variable with an arbitrary cutoff. 

 All three models are variations of this equation: 

𝑌𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1,𝑖𝑋1,𝑖 + 𝛽𝑗,𝑖∑𝑍𝑗,𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖

𝑁

𝑗=2

 

The dependent variable (𝑌𝑖) of interest is the average turnout rate in countywide ballot 

measure contests in 2015 and 2017, derived from the Ohio SOS Office. The primary independent 

variable (𝑋1,𝑖) is the county rate of homeownership. To account for confounding factors, I added 

a vector of control variables (∑ 𝑍𝑗,𝑖
𝑁
𝑗=2  ), which includes the share of residents who are black, the 

share of residents who are under 35, the share of residents with a college degree or more, and the 

share of residents who have lived in their county since 1999. All of these county-level variables 

are derived from the 2018 ACS five-year survey. Finally, the model also includes the counties’ 

average home value in the month before the election, October of 2015 or 2017. This data is 

sourced from the Zillow Home Value Index. 

Race has strong correlations with homeownership and political participation. American 

history is replete with examples of racist, systemic barriers to homeownership and political 

participation (Rothstein, 2017). Age should be controlled for as well due to the age-based 

obstacles to homeownership (i.e. accumulating enough money in early careers to afford a home) 

and political participation (i.e. lack of enfranchisement until age 18, and weak participation rates 

among younger voters).  

Another essential variable to include in the model is level of education. Less educated 

individuals may have trouble gaining jobs with wages high enough to afford a home, and highly 
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educated individuals are typically more informed about political events, and consequently are 

more likely to engage (Myers et al., 2016; Tenn, 2007). The final variable in the model is length 

of residence, acting as a proxy for “residential stability” to test that narrative pathway. An 

individual who spends a long time in one place is likely to be a homeowner because of the 

stability associated with ownership, and therefore is also more likely to be aware of local 

political news. 

In order to check the robustness of model estimations, I have also constructed logistic 

models using individual-level ANES data. Here, the primary dependent variable is voting in the 

2008 general election, and I am using similarly specified versions of the Ohio SOS-ACS models 

as additional robustness checks. There are variables for race, age, education, and other important 

characteristics of individuals which correlate with both homeownership and political 

participation. 
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CHAPTER 4. EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

 

In Table 1, I report the results from the three OLS regression models. Each produces a 

statistically significant, positive association between a county’s rate of homeownership and 

turnout in countywide ballot measure contests, in-line with the results of previous literature on 

the homeownership-local political participation relationship. 

Table 1: Summary OLS Regression of Turnout in Countywide Ballot Measure 

Contests, Ohio SOS and ACS 

    

VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

    

Homeownership rate 0.466*** 0.430** 0.788** 

 (0.102) (0.202) (0.368) 

County controls No Yes Yes 

    

Property value and length of 

residence 

No No Yes 

    

Observations 112 112 112 

R-squared 0.120 0.140 0.321 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Model 1 shows the results of a bivariate regression while Model 2 adds age, percentage 

of residents who are African American, and education level to the regression. The addition of the 

county controls slightly reduces the magnitude of the homeownership rate coefficient, signifying 

only a small portion of the association between the dependent and independent variables may 

have been explained by these factors. Fundamentally, the relationship remains the same; the 
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models predict a 0.43 to 0.47 percentage point increase in turnout for every percentage point 

increase in homeownership. 

Table 2: Full OLS Regression of Turnout in Countywide Ballot Measure 

Contests, Ohio SOS and ACS 

    

VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

    

Homeownership rate 0.466*** 0.430** 0.788** 

 (0.102) (0.202) (0.368) 

Percent under age 35  -0.350 0.500 

  (0.349) (0.463) 

Percent African American  0.139 -0.0468 

  (0.184) (0.218) 

Percent with college education or more  -0.0349 0.576** 

  (0.139) (0.242) 

Average property value   -1.53e-06*** 

   (4.86e-07) 

Percent resided since 1999   0.0551 

   (0.441) 

Constant 0.0377 0.215 -0.369 

 (0.0724) (0.266) (0.356) 

    

Observations 112 112 112 

R-squared 0.120 0.140 0.321 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

However, when counties’ average property values and the share of residents who have 

lived in their counties since 1999 are incorporated, the magnitude of the homeownership 

coefficient nearly doubles, as seen in Model 3. One potential explanation for this change is that 

introducing home values also introduced selection bias. If the lack of home value data in the 

previous models was depressing the homeownership coefficient, it may indicate the counties 
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available for this study — counties with countywide ballot measures in the years 2015 and 2017 

— are not representative of Ohio counties in general. 

Selection bias notwithstanding, Model 3 supports the idea homeownership’s association 

with local turnout can be partly explained by local equity, specified as a county’s average home 

value in this model, which is statistically significant. The residential stability variable is not 

statistically significant, running counter to what other research has found. This may be due to 

how this particular residential stability indicator variable is measured; a more precise continuous 

variable may pick up a different association. 

Table 3: Summary Logistic Regression of Voting in 2008 General Election, 

ANES 

    

VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

    

Homeowner 0.789*** 0.620*** 0.613*** 

 (0.093) (0.101) (0.101) 

Individual controls No Yes Yes 

    

Length of residence No No Yes 

    

Observations 2,264 2,264 2,264 

Likelihood ratio 109.80 109.44 0.36 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

The individual-level ANES models in Table 3 provide a small measure of robustness to 

the Ohio SOS-ACS estimates. The logistic regressions resulted in a positive, statistically 

significant association between homeownership and voting in the 2008 election. While the 

turnout variable in these models is measuring national general election voting rather than local 
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voting in a non-presidential election year, there is a strong correlation between the two forms of 

turnout (McCabe, 2016). 

Because ANES does not collect data on individuals’ property values, the only difference 

between Model 2 and Model 3 is the addition of an indicator variable measuring respondent 

residence in their city, town, township, or county for more than 20 years. It is statistically 

insignificant at conventional levels, as in the Ohio SOS-ACS Model 3, and only slightly adjusts 

the homeownership coefficient downward. 

Table 4: Full Logistic Regression of Voting in 2008 General Election, ANES 

    

VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

    

Homeowner 0.789*** 0.620*** 0.613*** 

 (0.093) (0.101) (0.101) 

Age  0.0452*** 0.0448*** 

  (0.0145) (0.0145) 

Age-squared  -0.000332** -0.000331** 

  (0.000144) (0.000144) 

Black  0.499*** 0.483*** 

  (0.115) (0.118) 

College education or more  1.072*** 1.079*** 

  (0.141) (0.141) 

Resided since 1988   0.0603 

   (0.101) 

Constant 0.357*** -1.136*** -1.140*** 

 (0.0682) (0.329) (0.329) 

    

Observations 2,264 2,264 2,264 

Likelihood ratio 109.80 109.44 0.36 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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 Even with robustness checks, there are significant limitations to the findings of this study 

beyond those already mentioned. The primary shortcomings to consider are omitted variable 

bias, the external validity of the study, and small sample size.  

Over the past decade, the state of Ohio has engaged in aggressive voter purging, 

removing people’s voter registrations if they have not voted in recent elections. If non-

homeowners are more likely to be removed than homeowners, this would create bias in the 

estimations. None of the models control for this phenomenon. 

In addition, while Ohio’s demographic makeup is similar to the nation’s among white and 

black residents, the results of a single state case study cannot be said to be representative of the 

country (US Census Bureau, 2020; Small, 2008). The study would need to be repeated across a 

wider swath of states to begin to argue for national representativeness.  

Since data were limited to the year 2015 and beyond, when Ohio began collecting 

county-level voter registration data which could be used to calculate turnout, the sample size is 

small for a quantitative study. The large standard errors of the coefficients should give pause to 

those wanting to argue there is an indisputable association between homeownership and local 

turnout for countywide ballot measures. 

 In summary, the most robust Ohio model finds a statistically significant relationship 

between homeownership and local ballot measure turnout; a one percentage point increase in a 

county’s homeownership rate is associated with a 0.79 percentage point increase in turnout in 

countywide ballot measure contests after controlling for average property values, residential 

stability, and other county-level variables. These results are consistent with most of the literature 

and backed by the American National Election Study robustness checks. However, results should 

be interpreted with caution due to substantial methodological constraints.  
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION 

 

A common cast at municipal government meetings across the country consists of representatives 

from community organizations, businesses, and other influential interest groups. Among the 

individuals who testify, they are more likely to homeowners than non-homeowners (Einstein et 

al., 2017). 

 What makes homeowners more active participants in local politics? The results of this 

study advance William Fischel’s “homevoter hypothesis,” the idea that the engagement stems 

from the self-interest of protecting and growing property value but are inconclusive on the 

residential stability theory. Regardless, after controlling for variables typically included in 

similar studies, the models produce positive, statistically significant relationships between 

homeownership and local political participation. These relationships are reflected in the literature 

and in data outside the state of Ohio. 

This study should serve as a jumping-off point for research that can take advantage of 

similarly specified but larger datasets. Units of analysis beyond counties, such as cities or towns, 

should be tested to see if the associations found here and in other studies remain consistent. Data 

that differentiate between various forms of owner occupancy may also generate important 

nuances in the relationship between homeownership and turnout. 

Turnout for ballot measures offers an interesting, relatively unexplored research topic 

because the contests often lack the draw of personalities or partisanship while addressing 

concrete issues for homeowners and renters, such as property taxes and the supply of affordable 
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housing. Distinguishing between local turnout for standalone issues and candidates may reveal 

more about how homeownership does or does not confer the sense of a “stake in society” on 

homeowners. 

Ultimately, the question of who turns out is important because of the scale of the 

affordability crisis the country faces in most of its metro regions. Without broad representation 

of both homeowners and renters at the local level, decisionmakers may miss opportunities for 

new renters to become homeowners or interventions that allow renters to weather the forces of 

displacement. The status quo of homeowner dominance in local politics has not moved fast 

enough to address the affordability crisis that renters feel most acutely. Local officials should 

seek ways to involve renters in decision-making and voting processes to account for the 

enhanced homeowner preferences at play. Creating a robust solution to the affordability crisis 

depends on it.   
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