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Abstract 

 

Homeownership has long been considered the cornerstone of the American dream, and 

considerable research has pointed to the social benefits of homeownership for both 

families and communities.  Yet research concerning this link between homeownership 

and social participation has recently undergone critique for failing to consider 

neighborhood context.  Do homeowners in disadvantaged urban neighborhoods become 

active participants in neighborhood improvement, or do they feel stuck in undesirable 

neighborhoods where they perceive little potential for change?  The research addresses 

endogeneity concerns and shows that, when compared to renters, homeowners are more 

likely to have voted in recent local elections.  Neighborhood context does moderate these 

relationships, with homeowners in disadvantaged neighborhoods being more likely to 

vote than owners in other areas.  These findings suggest that, despite potential household-

level costs associated with owning a home in a disadvantaged urban area, responsible 

homeownership in such areas promotes local political involvement among lower-income 

residents.
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Introduction 

Recent research has linked homeownership with a variety of beneficial social 

outcomes including increased community involvement, more diverse social capital 

resources, and greater civic engagement (Dietz and Haurin 2003; Rossi 1996).  However, 

two significant critiques of such studies have emerged, one theoretical and one analytical.  

Because the empirical association between homeownership and positive social outcomes 

has been under-theorized, few studies have considered whether the benefits of 

homeownership extend equally to all owners or whether they are moderated by 

neighborhood characteristics.  It is possible that the strain associated with living in 

disadvantaged urban neighborhoods could be compounded for homeowners in those 

areas, who are generally less mobile than renters (Rohe, Van Zandt, and McCarthy 2000).  

Homeowners in poor neighborhoods, particularly lower-income owners, risk losing their 

largest source of wealth if their home value declines and yet have fewer options to 

transfer their wealth to a less risky investment by moving to a better neighborhood.  Low-

income residents are also more dependent on social ties and informal exchange and 

support networks within their local communities (Stack 1997), so moving thus extracts 

both economic and social costs for homeowners that can take time to recoup.  In this 

study, we evaluate whether homeowners in lower income neighborhoods are more likely 

to participate in local elections to address these challenges, and whether neighborhood 

effects moderate the relationship between homeownership and local voting. 

A second, analytical critique of studies on homeownership and social outcomes is 

that many researchers have failed to account for the self-selectivity of homeowners, 
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leading to bias in analyses comparing social outcomes of homeowners and renters 

(Aaronson 2000;  Dietz and Haurin 2003;  Rohe, Van Zandt, and McCarthy 2000).  

People self-select into homeownership, and the predictors of homeownership are often 

similar to the predictors associated with local political participation and civic 

involvement (DiPasquale and Glaeser 1999).  Due to this endogeneity within the models, 

attempts to model the impact of homeownership on outcomes such as voting may 

produce biased results.  In past research, it has often been impossible to determine 

whether homeownership is associated with increased political participation, independent 

of the predictors common to both outcomes. 

In this study, we address both theoretical and analytical concerns by exploring 

whether homeowners are more likely to vote in local elections than renters and, if so, 

whether this is realized equally for homeowners in all neighborhoods or whether the 

association found in previous studies is context-dependent.  We use a modification of 

statistical techniques proposed by Dietz and Haurin (2003), discussed in detail later in 

this paper, to account for endogeneity, thus ensuring that our analysis treats the actual 

impacts of homeownership.   

Contributions 

 This study offers three key contributions.  First, it addresses unanswered 

questions about the role of homeownership in promoting local voting among lower-

income citizens.  Urban low-income residents have historically been seen as less 

politically active or engaged in civic life than other groups due to the relative lack of 

opportunities for activism in disadvantaged areas (Wilson 1990).  This relative lack of 
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political engagement means that some of the most disadvantaged citizens may be cut off 

from the local political structures that could afford them increased opportunities.  

However, more recent research has indicated that economic disadvantage can spur 

political activity when people have a sense of collective efficacy and positive past 

experiences with government (Lawless and Fox 2001).  This study tests whether 

homeownership increases political engagement – specifically local voting - among lower-

income citizens.  If indeed homeownership does increase voting, our research will 

provide support for the claim that homeownership can potentially foster democratic 

participation in disadvantaged urban neighborhoods. 

Second, our findings speak to an ongoing debate about the value of encouraging 

homeownership in disadvantaged areas.  While policymakers have recently focused on 

promoting homeownership among lower-income families as a means of wealth building, 

some scholars have recently questioned this position (Shlay 2006).  Rohe et al (2000) 

argue that neighborhood revitalization efforts aimed at increasing homeownership in 

disadvantaged neighborhoods can result in homeowners‟ feeling trapped in depreciating 

neighborhoods that offer them few opportunities for civic or community involvement.  

They argue that, while there are clear social benefits to homeownership, insufficient 

research has been done on the social costs associated with ownership.  They write, 

“Given the reality that the benefits of ownership do not accrue evenly to everyone, 

research must better define the circumstances under which homeownership produces real 

social benefits.”  Our research offers empirical evidence as to whether neighborhood 
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disadvantage affects the degree to which homeowners participate in local political 

activities. 

 Finally, this analysis uses a method that takes into account the fact that 

homeownership and political participation share an overlapping set of predictors.  We use 

a bivariate probit model that allows homeownership and political participation to vary 

jointly with an overlapping set of covariates.  We first model homeownership and then 

use predicted probabilities of homeownership in a second-stage model predicting local 

voting.  This provides an explicit test of the relationship between homeownership and 

voting and improves on previous models that have failed to account for endogeneity in 

this relationship. 

Background 

 A key benefit of a democratic society is the ability of citizens to participate in 

their own government.  There are several reasons, both social and financial, why lower-

income homeowners may be more likely to vote than similar renters.  First, homeowners 

have a financial motive to maintain desirable neighborhood and property conditions, 

since the values of their homes are partially tied to the larger community (Rohe and 

Stewart 1996).  For this reason, local political participation yields not only quality-of-life 

benefits but also long-term economic benefits for homeowners.  Renters experience the 

same quality-of-life benefits of political participation but not the economic ones.  In fact, 

one study suggested that as neighborhoods improve as a result of active local political 

and civic groups, rent costs are likely to increase because the neighborhoods become 

more desirable (DiPasquale and Glaeser 1999).  Improved local amenities and better 
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neighborhood conditions translate to a gain for homeowners as their home values 

increase but a financial loss to renters as their rents increase. 

Secondly, renters have more flexibility than homeowners to relocate if 

community conditions become unfavorable.  Orbell and Uno (1972) described how 

people make choices about responding to unfavorable neighborhood conditions.  They 

argued that people have three options: leave the neighborhood, attempt to change the 

neighborhood, or do nothing.  Setting aside the “do nothing” option, this amounts to a 

“exit or voice” decision (Hirschman 1970); how do people decide whether to move away 

or work for change?  We argue that homeownership (versus renting) can play an 

important role in this decision.  Homeowners living in declining communities often face 

substantial barriers to relocating, including difficulty selling their home and reduced 

purchasing power if home prices have fallen.  They may therefore be more likely to try to 

improve or maintain their neighborhoods through political and civic participation, not 

only as a wealth-building activity but as a lower-cost alternative to moving (Cox 1982).  

Renters, however, incur fewer expenses when they move and therefore for renters the 

benefits associated with moving out of an undesirable area may outweigh the costs.  For 

homeowners, the costs associated with moving are often greater than the potential 

benefits, especially for lower-income households with few resources. 

Finally, homeowners may be more politically active at the local level than renters 

because they have a greater attachment to their communities simply by virtue of being 

homeowners.  While selection issues affect earlier research in this area, findings suggest 

that, among lower-income families living in comparable areas, homeowners have 
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increased informal interaction with their neighbors the longer they live in their homes 

(Rohe and Stegman 1994; Rohe and Basolo 1997).  Homeowners also tend to be more 

satisfied with their communities in general (Rossi 1996).  We expect homeowners to be 

more politically involved in their communities apart from the economic incentive for 

political participation because they feel more “a part of” their neighborhoods by virtue of 

owning a part of the community.   

 The link between homeownership and local political participation has been 

partially substantiated through prior empirical research.  Many studies have found that 

homeowners are more likely than renters to participate in voluntary associations, local 

political groups, and non-professional organizations (Cox 1982; DiPasquale and Glaeser 

1999; Guest and Oropesa 1986; Rossi 1996).  Herbert and Belsky (2006) recently 

reviewed the research on voting behaviors and found that a majority of studies conclude 

that home owners are more likely to vote than renters (DiPasquale and Glaeser 1999; 

Squire, Wolfinger, and Glass 1987).  Rossi and Weber (Rossi 1996) analyzed a variety of 

nationally-representative data sets and found that owners were “almost consistently more 

engaged in local politics” than renters and were more likely to vote in national elections.  

While suggestive, these studies cannot be taken as conclusive evidence because they have 

generally failed to address selection bias.  Rohe et al. (2000) suggest that the relationship 

between ownership and political participation may be spurious and the possibility that 

people who are politically active are more likely to become homeowners cannot be ruled 

out.  They write, “Although unlikely, there may be a more fundamental orientation 
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toward social involvement that predisposes people both to participate in voluntary and 

political activity and to purchase homes.” 

Even if the relationship between homeownership and voting remains after 

adjusting for selection, research needs to expand beyond general outcomes to consider 

context-specific effects.  Prior research has largely overlooked the possibility that the 

relationship between homeownership and local voting may be moderated by other 

factors.  Gilderbloom and Markham (1995) compared the political participation of 

owners and renters by income.  They found that wealthier owners were more politically 

active than wealthier renters, but there was no difference between owners and renters 

with incomes below the median income for their communities.   

 We propose that a key component omitted from these analyses is neighborhood 

context.  In addition to addressing selection concerns while testing individual-level 

predictors related to the homeownership-political participation relationship, we examine 

neighborhood conditions that may fundamentally alter this relationship.  Neighborhood 

context is an important variable to include both as a potential moderating variable and 

also as an independent variable affecting voting, since neighborhood conditions are likely 

to influence political participation particularly at the local level.   

Neighborhood Conditions 

 Researchers have traditionally suggested that people who live in neighborhoods 

with higher crime rates or more public disorder experience lower levels of collective 

efficacy, civic engagement, and neighborhood satisfaction (Sampson and Raudenbush 

1999).  If residents lack access to social and cultural resources, they may view political 
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participation as futile and resign themselves to living in an undesirable area (Brady, 

Verba, and Schlozman 1995).  Rohe et al. (2000) caution that neighborhood revitalization 

efforts that focus on increasing home ownership in disadvantaged neighborhoods could 

result in homeowners feeling trapped in depreciating neighborhoods that offer them few 

opportunities for civic or community involvement.  It is therefore possible that 

homeowners in less-desirable neighborhoods may experience greater dissatisfaction than 

comparable renters because they lack mobility.  Furthermore, even homeowners who do 

feel they have the option to move may be reluctant to do so because they feel a stronger 

sense of attachment and commitment to their local communities than renters. 

 On the other hand, homeowners in disadvantaged areas could actually become 

more politically active in order to protect their investment in their neighborhood.  While 

they may be skeptical about local voting yielding tangible neighborhood improvements, 

many lower-income homeowners simply may not have the option to move without taking 

a damaging financial loss on their homes.  In addition to the economic costs associated 

with moving, costs that many lower-income families may not be able to afford, there are 

social costs as well.  Low-income families are more dependent on social ties than 

wealthier families, and they derive greater well-being from their community-based 

support networks (Gladow and Ray 1986).  Therefore, even if neighborhood conditions 

decline, relocating may not be a viable or desirable option for poor homeowners.  As 

evidence of this, studies have found that lower-income families are less likely than 

middle-class families to translate neighborhood dissatisfaction into a move (South and 

Deane 1993).  Taken together, these findings suggest that neighborhood context should 
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be an important consideration when examining any association between homeownership 

and local political participation, but any model of that relationship needs to also account 

for endogeneity and selection effects. 

 

Conceptual Model 

 Based on the framework outlined above, we propose a conceptual model designed 

to explore the relationship between homeownership and voting in local elections and to 

consider whether neighborhood conditions moderate that relationship.  This model is 

depicted in Figure 1. 

 

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 We first test the relationship predicting homeownership, link A in Figure 1.  

While this link has been established in past studies, it provides the base model for our 

subsequent analyses.  The second stage model tests the relationship between 

homeownership and local voting, link B.  This model incorporates both homeownership 

and the direct effects of our demographic variables.  We first model only the direct effect 

of homeownership, net the influence of the variables from the first stage model.  We then 

add an interaction term to evaluate the moderating effect of neighborhood disadvantage 

on the homeownership-political participation relationship, link C. 

 As shown in the conceptual model, we recognize the likelihood of a reciprocal 

relationship between voting and neighborhood disadvantage (dashed line).  
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Neighborhoods where people are politically active and engaged are likely to improve.  

While we acknowledge this relationship in the model, we do not test it empirically in this 

study because we are using cross-sectional data. 

 

Data 

We test the theoretical model described above using data collected for the 

Community Advantage Program (CAP) study.   CAP is a secondary mortgage market 

program developed out of a partnership between the Ford Foundation, Fannie Mae, and 

Self-Help, a leading community development financial institution.  In order to qualify for 

the program, participants had to meet one of the following criteria: 1) have an annual 

income of no more than 80% of the area median income (AMI), or 2) be a minority with 

an income not in excess of 115% of AMI, or 3) purchase a home in a high-minority 

(>30%) or low-income (<80% of AMI) census tract and have an income not in excess of 

115% of AMI.  By the end of 2004, 38,573 families had purchased homes through CAP. 

 This study‟s data originated from a survey designed to evaluate the impacts of 

homeownership on families who purchased homes through CAP.  In order to facilitate 

this analysis, a random sample of CAP borrowers was selected to participate in a survey 

covering social and financial outcomes related to homeownership.  Once the sample of 

homeowners was selected, a comparison group of renters was matched to the 

homeowners based on neighborhood proximity and income.  This matching was limited 

to the 30 metropolitan areas in the United States with the highest numbers of CAP 

owners.  The renter sample was obtained by randomly selecting households who lived 
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within the same census blocks
1
 as already-enrolled homeowners, based on public 

telephone directory lists.  Like the CAP homeowners, the renters had to meet income or 

racial criteria.  Respondents had to be between 18 and 65 years old, pay rent to the owner 

of their residence, and have an annual income of less than 80% AMI or 115% AMI in a 

predominantly-minority neighborhood. (Center for Community Capital 2005).  The final 

matched sample was comprised of 1,671 homeowners and 1,530 renters for a total of 

3,201 participants. 

 Because the CAP homeowners sample is not a random sample, the study 

managers compared CAP with the sample of low-income homeowners who participated 

in the 2004 Current Population Survey (CPS) in order to assess how CAP compares to a 

random national sample (Riley and Ru 2009).  The socio-demographic composition of 

CAP is very similar to the CPS sample.  CAP includes a greater percentage of men since 

the primary respondent was designated based on the first name to appear on the mortgage 

deed.  The CAP sample also includes a greater percentage of minority respondents since 

one of the goals of the original program was to increase minority homeownership.  The 

only other notable difference between CAP and CPS is that over 90% of CAP 

homeowners are employed compared to only 70% of CPS low-income homeowners.  We 

presume this is because all CAP owners purchased their homes fairly recently and 

therefore had to have a steady source of income at that time, while the CPS owners likely 

include more retirees who purchased their homes much earlier. 

                                                 
1
 When eligible renters could not be found within the census block, the radius was expanded up to four 

miles. 
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In this study, we reduced the analytic sample to exclude non-urban participants 

who lived outside of a Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) since “neighborhood effects” 

are less meaningful in rural communities.  We also excluded participants who were not 

registered to vote, since they would be ineligible to manifest the outcome of interest 

(voting).  Therefore, our findings apply only to registered voters in urban neighborhoods.  

The final analytic sample included 1,836 respondents, 60% of whom were homeowners.  

Because we excluded respondents who were not registered to vote in 2004, the sample 

includes very few Hispanic respondents (8%), who are more likely than Whites or Blacks 

to be undocumented residents.  

Methods 

 Dietz and Haurin (2003) point out that endogeneity issues are especially 

problematic in this line of research since it is plausible that people who are predisposed 

toward civic engagement may be more likely to want to buy homes and establish 

themselves within a community.  Many variables that are known to influence or predict 

homeownership are also associated with social outcomes such as voting (Gilderbloom 

and Markham 1995; Haurin, Parcel, and Haurin 2002; Rossi 1996).  The best way to 

examine such a possibility would be through longitudinal studies that can compare civic 

participation attitudes and activities before and after homeownership.  However, such 

studies are rare and often limited in terms of generalizability
2
.   

                                                 
2
  One such study of low-income Baltimore homeowners by Rohe and Stegman (1994), for 

example, found that home owners' level of participation in neighborhood associations increased after they 

became owners as compared to continuing renters.  However, they did not find increases in other forms of 

civic engagement.   
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 We address the issue of endogeneity by using a bivariate probit model which is 

suitable when an overlapping set of covariates appears in each of two equations 

(McLanahan and Sandefur 1994:166; Greene 1995:458).  In this case, a common set of 

variables predicts both homeownership and political participation.  Greene (1999) shows 

that a seemingly unrelated bivariate probit model is appropriate when the dependent 

variable from the first equation appears as an independent variable in the second 

equation. We therefore use the predicted probability of homeownership (dependent 

variable) from the first model as an independent variable in the second equation that 

predicts voting.  We estimate this model using the /biprobit/ routine in STATA.  

Measures 

Descriptive statistics for all variables are presented in Table 1. The dependent 

variable for the first stage models is an indicator for homeownership.  Owners are coded 

1 and renters are coded 0.  This measure is then instrumented and becomes the key 

independent variable in the second equation predicting voting. 

 Our dependent variable of interest is local voting.  First, respondents were asked 

“Are you registered to vote where you live now?”  We excluded respondents who were 

not registered to vote.  Respondents who said they were registered to vote were asked 

“Did you vote in the last local election?”  We code responses as an indicator variable 

with yes answers coded as 1 and others as 0.   

 It is important to note that there is likely some over-reporting of voting for social 

desirability reasons.  Estimates based on National Election Survey data indicate that 

between 25-30% of respondents mis-report whether they voted in the prior election.  The 
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vast majority of these are people who report having voted when they did not (Tanur 

1992).  While over-reporting happens across the socio-demographic spectrum, there are a 

few trends worth noting.  First, several prior studies have found that residents of southern 

states have higher rates of over-reporting than residents of other states (Jones 2008).  

Because the owners and renters in this study are matched by neighborhood, the 

geographic distribution of over-reporting does not bias the results regarding 

homeownership and voting.  The only other pattern in over-reporting which has been 

substantiated by multiple studies is that blacks have higher rates of over-reporting than 

whites. However this finding has been based on looking at the population as a whole.  

When Silver, Anderson and Abramson (1986) looked only at over-reporting among 

eligible registered voters who claimed that they had voted, the race effect is not 

statistically significant.  We do recognize that over-reporting of voting likely contributes 

to the frequency of voting reported among the CAP respondents, and acknowledge this is 

a limitation of the present study.  However, such over-reporting is not thought to 

significantly bias the findings of this research. 

 Neighborhood disadvantage is measured using an index measure based on 

research by Sampson et al (2002) to develop a reliable measure of “concentrated 

disadvantage” at the tract level.  Sampson and colleagues use measures of the percentage 

of single parents, non-white residents, unemployed persons, families on public assistance, 

and households below the poverty line.  These measures are specifically selected to 

represent the latent concept of localized community wealth and economic advantage, 

particularly the geographic isolation and multiple layers of disadvantage experienced in 
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some poor, predominantly minority, urban areas.  Each element of the index is 

transformed to a z-score, and they are summed together and divided by five (Benson et 

al. 2003).  Prior research has found that neighborhoods with higher concentrated 

disadvantage also have higher rates of adolescent delinquency, infant and adult health 

problems, violent crime, and high school attrition (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, and Aber 

1997). 

Instrumental Variables 

 The first-stage model predicting homeownership contains two instrument 

variables, variables that predict homeownership but not voting.  Following Green and 

White (1997), the first is MSA relative homeownership cost.  This variable is a ratio of 

the median monthly housing cost for owners holding a mortgage to the median rent paid 

by renters; it is calculated at the MSA level using census data.  The relative 

homeownership cost is an ideal measure for instrumenting homeownership because it is 

strongly correlated with homeownership rate (Green and White 1997).  The second 

instrumental variable is employment status.  This is measured using a series of indicator 

variables for employed, unemployed, retired, and not in the paid labor force 

(homemaker).  The reference category is employed.  Employment status is significantly 

correlated with homeownership, but is not correlated with local voting in the CAP data 

set
3
. 

Control Variables 

                                                 
3
 Models supporting the selection of MSA median housing cost and employment status as instrumental 

variables are available from the authors upon request. 
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 Most of the control variables in the bivariate probit model significantly predict 

both homeownership and voting and thus appear in both equations.  The control variables 

include age, race/ethnicity, education, family composition, marital status, relative 

income, and length of time in the neighborhood.  Age is measured as a continuous 

variable and is top-coded at 80.  Race/ethnicity is measured using indicator variables for 

Black, White, Hispanic, and other race.  The reference category is White.  Education is 

also measured using indicator variables.  The categories are high school degree or less, 

some college, college graduate, and advanced degree.  The reference group in all models 

is high school degree or less.  Family composition is measured by an indicator variable 

for whether or not a family has children living at home.  Those with children are coded 1 

and those without are coded 0.  Marital status is measured using indicator variables for 

married/partnered, single, and divorced.  The reference is married/partnered.  Relative 

income is measured as the ratio of total household income to mean household income at 

the MSA level.  This accounts for geographic differences in the cost of living.  Finally, 

we measure the length of time a respondent has lived in the neighborhood in months 

using a continuous variable. 

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Findings 

 Table 2 presents the results from the first equation in the bivariate probit model.  

This equation predicts homeownership and does not change across all the models.  We 

therefore present it only once, in Table 2, but readers should note that this equation 
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generates the instrumented homeownership variable that is used in all the remaining 

analyses.  The parameter estimates in the bivariate probit model are not directly 

interpretable, so we limit our discussion to the direction of significant effects (Gensler 

and Walls 1997; Stolzenberg 2001).   

 Unlike Green and White (1997), we find that the likelihood of homeownership 

increases as the relative cost of owning a home versus renting increases.  One possible 

reason for this is that people may be more inclined to purchase homes when house values 

overall are appreciating rapidly because they see housing as a good investment with the 

potential for strong returns.  Another explanation could be that average rents in some 

inner-city neighborhoods are so low that even when owning a home costs significantly 

more than renting, it is still an affordable option.  Regardless of the reason, the relative 

homeownership cost variable is statistically significant and therefore functions as an 

appropriate instrumental variable; the direction of the relationship is not relevant to the 

model. 

 People who are unemployed or homemakers are less likely to be homeowners.  

Older respondents are slightly less likely to own a home.  The model indicates that, 

compared to Whites, Blacks are more likely to be homeowners.  This contradicts past 

studies, but is likely due to our focus on urban residents in low-income and high-minority 

neighborhoods and is therefore an artifact of the CAP sample.  People who have any 

education beyond high school are more likely to be homeowners.  As expected, single 

and divorced people are less likely to be homeowners than married couples.  Finally, 

people with higher incomes are more likely to be homeowners. 
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 [TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 Table 3 presents the second half of the bivariate probit model.  This equation uses 

the instrumented homeownership variable and the independent variable for neighborhood 

disadvantage to predict a respondent‟s likelihood of having voted in their community‟s 

most recent local election.  Model 1 finds that homeowners are more likely than renters to 

have voted in the most recent local election.  When looking at the control variables, we 

find that Hispanic and “other race” respondents are much less likely to have voted 

compared to Whites.  Older respondents are slightly more likely to have voted, as 

expected, as are single respondents.  Respondents at all other education levels are 

significantly more likely to vote compared to those who have only a high school degree 

or less.  The presence of children in the home is associated with a decline in voting 

likelihood.  Relative income and length of time in the neighborhood have no effect on 

local voting.   

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

 Model 2 tests the significance of neighborhood disadvantage in the model.  We 

find there is a small yet significant relationship.  People who live in more disadvantaged 

neighborhoods are slightly more likely to have voted in their most recent local election.  

In addition to a direct effect, we also found that neighborhood disadvantage moderates 

the relationship between homeownership and local voting, as shown in model 3.  The 

interaction term for neighborhood disadvantage and homeownership is significant, 
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indicating that homeowners in disadvantaged neighborhoods are even more likely to vote 

than either owners in less disadvantaged areas or renters in comparable neighborhoods.    

Predicted Probability of Voting 

 As discussed previously, it is difficult to interpret the effect sizes represented by 

the coefficients in a bivariate probit model.  In order to evaluate how great an impact 

homeownership and neighborhood disadvantage have on voting, we calculated the 

predicted probabilities of local voting for homeowners and renters varying by 

neighborhood disadvantage score, holding all other variables constant at the mean.   

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 Figure 2 presents a graph of the predicted probability of a respondent having 

voted in the most recent local election based on model 3 in Table 3.  There is a significant 

gap between owners and renters, with homeowners predicted to vote at much higher 

levels than renters.  Recall that these lines show the predicted probability of voting, not 

whether any given respondent actually voted.  Figure 2 shows that, as neighborhood 

disadvantage increases, homeowners are more likely to vote in local elections.  From the 

least to the most disadvantaged neighborhood, homeowners‟ predicted probability of 

voting increases by around 30%.  Voting by renters, however, remains nearly constant 

and significantly lower than voting by owners.  In summary, as neighborhood 

disadvantage increases, homeowners are more likely to become politically active at the 

local level where their actions have the most potential to improve their neighborhoods 

and local communities. 
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Discussion 

 The objective of this study was threefold: 1) address selection bias concerns in the 

research on the relationship between homeownership and local voting, 2) test the 

relationship between homeownership and voting, and 3) test whether neighborhood 

disadvantage moderates that relationship.  We used a seemingly unrelated bivariate probit 

model to model homeownership and political participation as a two-stage model.  We 

first predicted homeownership using two instrument variables, MSA median housing cost 

and employment status, which are correlated with homeownership but not with local 

voting.  The model also includes a set of socio-demographic variables likely predictive of 

both homeownership and political participation: age, race, relative income, education, 

marital status, and family composition.  The model then uses predicted probabilities of 

homeownership from the first-stage model as the independent variable for 

homeownership in the second-stage model.  By using this technique, we were able to 

measure the direct effect of homeownership on local voting, independent of the common 

socio-demographic predictors that both outcomes share.  This is a substantial 

improvement over previous studies that have failed to account for the fact that 

homeownership itself is an endogenous variable within any model predicting social 

outcomes.  

 Our findings further clarify the selection issue.  Recall that selection bias poses a 

problem because people who self-select to become homeowners may do so for 

unobserved reasons, such as being very civic-minded, which may also predict voting.  

We find that homeowners in the most disadvantaged neighborhoods are actually the most 
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likely to vote.  It is highly unlikely that the most civic-minded people would self-select in 

to the most disadvantaged communities, so there is little reason to suspect that these 

results are biased.  

 Turning to the relationship between homeownership and voting, we find that 

homeownership does have an independent effect on local political participation.  Owners 

are more likely than renters to have voted in their most recent local elections.  This 

finding confirms results from previous studies on political participation and 

homeownership and indicates that, contrary to Rohe‟s (2000) suggestion, the relationship 

is not spurious. 

 We find that neighborhood disadvantage also has an independent effect on 

political participation.  People in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to have 

voted in their most recent local election.  Lastly, we find that there is an interaction effect 

between homeownership and neighborhood disadvantage when it comes to political 

participation.  Homeowners who live in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to 

vote in local elections than both homeowners in less-disadvantaged areas and renters.  As 

neighborhood distress increases, homeowners show significant increases in voting, while 

renters‟ voting behavior remains constant. 

 Taken together, these findings support the claim that homeownership can 

potentially spur political participation regardless of neighborhood conditions.  In fact, 

homeownership is most beneficial as a catalyst for political participation and potential 

community improvement in neighborhoods that are facing higher levels of concentrated 
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disadvantage.  We find that homeownership can provide a pathway to positive social 

change in two ways.  First, homeownership leads to increased local political 

participation, even for lower-income owners living in disadvantaged neighborhoods.  

Political engagement is a crucial element of democracy and one of the most accessible 

avenues through which ordinary citizens can participate in civic life.  By increasing 

political involvement within disadvantaged neighborhoods, homeownership contributes 

to the empowerment of these urban communities.  Homeownership also benefits 

communities as a whole because involved, engaged citizens are more likely to create 

positive neighborhood-level changes.  As residents become more involved in local 

politics, they are more likely to actualize the positive changes they seek for their 

communities. 

 At the same time, there are individual-level costs associated with homeownership 

in disadvantaged neighborhoods that need to be acknowledged.  While homeownership 

brings collective benefit to these areas, individual owners who live there likely invest a 

disproportionate amount of time in creating improvements, relative to owners in more 

desirable areas.  Any policies intended to promote homeownership in disadvantaged areas 

must consider whether potential homeowners would have access to housing in a more 

desirable neighborhood if they elected to defer homeownership.   

 It is also important to note, especially in light of the recent housing downturn in 

the United States, that all of the homeowners who participated in the CAP program 

received prime, fixed-rate, 30-year mortgages with a 38% debt-to-income limit.  There is 

research suggesting that risky mortgage products – sub-prime (high interest) and 



 Urban Homeownership & Voting 

Page 25 of 37 

adjustable rate mortgages – are bad for both homeowners and neighborhoods.  Not only 

do risky mortgage products increase a borrower‟s risk of default, but even people with 

prime-rate mortgages who live in neighborhoods with a high rate of sub-prime lending 

have a significantly higher default risk (Ding et al. 2008).  We therefore stipulate that our 

conclusions on the individual and community benefits of homeownership are predicated 

on home buyers obtaining responsible mortgage products that do not create financial 

strain. 

These findings suggest several directions for future research in this area.  While we have 

demonstrated a link between voting in local elections and homeownership, there are other 

forms of community involvement which have not been explored.  Are homeowners in 

disadvantaged communities more likely to participate in neighborhood groups or 

volunteer in community events?  Future research can test whether homeownership also 

promotes forms of neighborhood involvement which require more time and effort than 

voting.  We also plan to build on these findings by testing whether the relationship 

between homeownership and voting changes over time.  One of the strengths of the CAP 

data set is that it provides longitudinal measures of most outcomes.  We can therefore 

examine whether homeowners continue to vote in greater numbers over time, or whether 

there is a drop-off in voting once people have been homeowners for several years.   

 Based on our findings, we conclude that policies promoting and facilitating 

homeownership in disadvantaged neighborhoods should be encouraged because 

homeownership in such neighborhoods leads to greater local political participation and 

community involvement.  Whether homeowners stay in disadvantaged areas out of 
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necessity or by choice, they demonstrate a commitment to improving their neighborhoods 

through local political involvement.  Rather than resigning themselves to being “trapped” 

in an undesirable area, lower-income owners capitalize on the community participation 

opportunities they see.  This benefits individual homeowners by protecting their wealth 

and long-term equity, and also benefits struggling neighborhoods by promoting active 

citizenship and fostering a sense of collective efficacy and civic engagement. 
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TABLES AND FIGURES 

 

 

 

 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics (n=1836) 

  Renters Owners 

Variable Mean SD Freq. Min Max Mean SD Freq. Min Max 

Local voting   0.22 0 1  0.48 0.65 0 1 

Age 41.89 7.35  20 65 33.86 8.60  19 81 

White   0.26 0 1  0.50 0.47 0 1 

Black   0.53 0 1  0.49 0.42 0 1 

Hispanic   0.04 0 1  0.31 0.11 0 1 

Other race   0.17 0 1  0.10 0.01 0 1 

Age 41.89 7.35  20 65 33.86 8.60  19 81 

HS degree   0.37 0 1   0.10 0 1 

Some college   0.39 0 1   0.59 0 1 

College degree   0.18 0 1   0.17 0 1 

Advanced degree   0.06 0 1   0.14 0 1 

Child in home   0.61 0 1   0.50 0 1 

Married/partnered   0.25 0 1   0.53 0 1 

Single   0.65 0 1   0.36 0 1 

Divorced   0.09 0 1   0.10 0 1 

Relative income 0.45 0.29  0 2.35 0.67 0.31  0 2.20 

Months in neighborhood 34.42 56.73  0 552 38.39 66.86  4 540 

Neighborhood disadvantage 0.36 0.66  -1.08 2.47 0.13 0.83  -1.16 2.86 

Employed   0.32 0 1   0.95 0 1 

Unemployed   0.33 0 1   0.02 0 1 

Retired   0.01 0 1   0.01 0 1 

Homemaker   0.34 0 1   0.02 0 1 

Relative homeownership cost 2.10 0.14  1.70 2.79 2.10 0.22  1.70 2.79 
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Table 2: Coefficients from Bivariate Probit Model 
Instrumenting Homeownership (n=1836) 

  Coef. SE 

MSA relative homeownership cost 1.74*** 0.27 

Unemployed 
1
 -1.85*** 0.17 

Retired 
1
 0.46 0.32 

Homemaker
 1
 -1.81*** 0.17 

Age -0.04*** 0.01 

Black 
2
 0.56*** 0.12 

Hispanic 
2
 -0.41* 0.18 

Other race 
2
 -1.06*** 0.24 

Some college 
3
 0.75*** 0.12 

College degree 
3
 0.54*** 0.17 

Advanced degree 
3
 1.07*** 0.20 

Child(ren) in home -0.17 0.11 

Single 
4
 -1.23*** 0.13 

Divorced 
4
 -0.39* 0.13 

Relative income 1.25*** 0.16 

Constant -2.05*** 0.64 

athrho -0.44*** 0.11 

rho -0.41 0.09 
Notes: 

1 
Reference group is employed, 

2
 Reference group is 

White, 
3
 Reference group is HS degree or less, 

4 
Reference 

group is married 

* p<0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Table 3: Local Voting Regressed on Homeownership and Neighborhood Disadvantage: 
Bivariate Probit Model (n=1836) 

  Model 1   Model 2   Model 3   

  Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Homeowner (instrumented) 1.38*** 0.17 1.44*** 0.17 1.37*** 0.17 

Neighborhood disadvantage   0.17** 0.06 0.01 0.10 

Homeownership*nei. disadvantage     0.22* 0.11 

Black 0.09 0.10 -0.01 0.10 -0.02 0.11 

Hispanic -1.66*** 0.19 -1.80*** 0.19 -1.84*** 0.20 

Other race -1.41*** 0.27 -1.40*** 0.27 -1.51*** 0.27 

Age 0.03*** 0.00 0.03*** 0.00 0.03*** 0.00 

Single 0.41*** 0.12 0.40*** 0.12 0.37** 0.12 

Divorced -0.08 0.13 -0.04 0.13 -0.07 0.13 

Some college 1.44*** 0.12 1.45*** 0.12 1.45*** 0.12 

College degree 1.78*** 0.16 1.72*** 0.16 1.68*** 0.16 

Advanced degree 1.52*** 0.17 1.43*** 0.18 1.38*** 0.18 

Child(ren) in home -0.38*** 0.08 -0.35*** 0.09 -0.38*** 0.09 

Relative income -0.30* 0.13 -0.31* 0.13 -0.31* 0.13 

Months in neighborhood 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Constant -2.70*** 0.25 -2.63*** 0.25 -2.53*** 0.26 

N 1836  1836    

Wald chi2 1512.78  1507.05  1505.63  

Log likelihood -1209.53   -1205.08   -1203.23   

Notes:
 1 

Reference group is White, 
2
 Reference group is married, 

3
 Reference group is HS degree or less 

* p<0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Figure 1: Theoretical Model 
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Figure 2: Local Voting Predicted Probability by Neighborhood Disadvantage and Tenure 
Status 
 

 

 


