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The Paradox of Housing Supply Growth: Conservative 
Sprawl and Liberal Infill in the 21st-Century United 
States

Yonah Freemark 

Housing and Communities Division, Urban Institute, Washington, DC, USA

ABSTRACT
Housing affordability is declining in the United States. To explain 
this phenomenon, many scholars and policymakers point to slow-
ing construction, which they argue is particularly troublesome in 
coastal, liberal metropolitan areas. How does that claim align with 
recent trends? I examine housing supply changes among cities, 
counties, and metropolitan areas from 2000 and 2020, testing rela-
tionships between housing, politics, and demographics. My find-
ings both confirm and belie conventional wisdom, producing a 
nuanced picture that highlights how prior development informs 
outcomes. Additional housing supply was disproportionately 
located in sparsely developed, greenfield areas in higher-income, 
ideologically conservative locales, typically in the Sunbelt and in 
states with Republican party-led legislatures. Infill area growth was 
slower but—in contrast to the overall trend—more likely to be 
located in liberal cities, counties, and metropolitan areas outside 
the Sunbelt. People in many liberal areas were more likely than 
those in conservative areas to live near new housing.

Introduction

Scholars, practitioners, and policymakers largely agree that housing supply in the 
United States has failed to match the demand for new homes (e.g., Corinth & Dante, 
2022; Garcia et  al., 2024; Rappaport, 2019). Though there is some debate about 
whether this shortage is universal or applicable to just a subset of the nation’s pop-
ulation (e.g., Freemark, 2025a; Galster, 2025; McClure & Schwartz, 2025), most concur 
that additional homes are needed to help address growing housing costs. Over the 
past several years, a chorus of popular and scholarly critics has suggested that neigh-
borhoods, cities, and states disproportionally populated by liberal residents, with high 
housing values, and led by members of the Democratic party—these are stereotypically 
communities along the nation’s coasts—have enforced restrictive land-use regimes 
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that make housing difficult to build therein (e.g., Desmas, 2024; Kahn, 2011; Klein, 
2025). They note that conservative, typically Sunbelt, areas seem to be attracting 
more housing construction, and that communities elsewhere should emulate their 
success.

Yet more evidence is necessary to understand whether resident ideology is pro-
ducing these contrasting effects—and how growth intersects with preexisting devel-
opment patterns. To investigate these issues, in this article I explore how housing 
supply changed between and within the nation’s cities, counties, and metropolitan 
areas during the period from 2000 to 2020. I focus my analysis on the distribution 
of supply growth, comparing changes in housing availability in communities based 
on their level of preexisting development. I then investigate the relationships between 
these trends in housing availability and underlying political and demographic data. 
Using panel regressions, I test whether the partisan affiliation of state and city poli-
cymakers and the ideological persuasions of local residents were associated with 
different levels of housing growth.

I show that housing development pursued a paradoxical course over the study 
period. Additional housing supply was largely located in sparsely developed, green-
field areas in higher-income, ideologically conservative locales, typically in the 
Sunbelt and in states with Republican party-led legislatures. Relatively conservative 
metropolitan areas like Houston and Phoenix, for example, experienced much faster 
supply growth than relatively liberal metropolitan areas like New York and Seattle. 
Yet, in contrast to this overall trend, growth in already developed areas was dispro-
portionately located in liberal cities and counties, especially outside the Sunbelt. 
The typical additional housing unit was located in tracts with greater preexisting 
densities in liberal cities and counties than in conservative ones. The result was that 
people in many liberal areas lived near more new housing than did those in con-
servative areas.

What Determines Where Housing Is Built?

Why would housing be more likely to be built in some communities versus others? 
One explanation is that some regions experience increased demand brought on by 
technological improvements (e.g., air conditioning), public investments (e.g., military 
installations), or the availability of lower-cost labor. These have been hypothesized as 
key to explaining the growth of the Sunbelt and relative decline of the Rust Belt in 
the period since World War II, for example (Guberman, 2015). If more industry and 
people are interested in moving to an area, we would expect demand to increase 
and housing construction to follow, if regulations enable it.

Variations in demand are key to explaining construction at the local level, too, 
because—absent public subsidies—new housing is typically more expensive for res-
idents than are existing homes. If prevailing rent levels and home values are too low, 
it becomes difficult to make a project financially feasible, as the people who would 
be living in new units would be unable to afford their costs. When combined with 
financing options, demand is likely the best explanation for housing construction 
rates (Mallach, 2025). As such, it is unsurprising that, controlling for other local char-
acteristics, communities with higher incomes feature more building (Freemark, 2022). 



Housing Policy Debate 3

Construction costs—themselves a product of land availability and labor costs—intersect 
with this outcome.

Even so, people who live in wealthier communities are more likely than those in 
lower-income areas to react with hostility to housing development. Surveys show 
that homeowners—typically with higher incomes than renters—are more likely to 
oppose new homes (Manville, 2023). These homeowners are less likely to support 
projects when they are subject to local engagement processes (Einstein et  al., 2019). 
And attendance at public consultation events related to new projects is higher and 
the attendees more likely to be opposed to projects when these are located in 
neighborhoods with higher incomes and a higher white population share (Lo & 
Freemark, 2022). The result may be that, in the high-demand neighborhoods where 
there would otherwise be construction, less gets built than is needed because of 
community opposition.

Public policy and the politics that inform it may be to blame, often interacting 
with the aforementioned demographics. According even to some Democratic party 
elected officials (Grabar, 2023), Democratic party-led states have created obstacles—
such as extensive public review, excessive environmental regulations, or requirements 
to pay workers higher minimum wages (Wallace-Wells, 2025)—that increase housing 
construction costs and project timelines (Klein, 2025). In 2024, the Washington Post 
editorial board (2024) encapsulated this widespread view when it wrote, “Democratic-run 
state governments have allowed burdensome regulations and bureaucratic inertia to 
stifle growth and allowed special interests to stymie construction of housing.”

These problems arguably extend down to the local level. Democratic party elected  
officials—themselves skewing ideologically liberal—are willing to spend more money 
on affordable housing than Republicans (and conservatives) due to a preference for 
redistributive policies (Gerber & Hopkins, 2011), a result that is paralleled in other 
countries (Freemark, 2025b). But this preference may not apply to enabling housing 
construction in general. Liberal cities in California permitted fewer housing units than 
equivalent conservative cities (Kahn, 2011). City officials may be responding to con-
stituent concerns; liberals are more worried about the environmental impacts of new 
construction than are conservatives (Manville, 2023), and liberals may seek to limit 
the negative congestion-related impacts of increased density (Ornstein, 2023). As such, 
they may implement zoning and other land-use regulations that limit housing con-
struction (Sorens, 2018).

Overall, this implies that the residents of liberal and Democratic party-run com-
munities take advantage of processes to delay projects and design regulations to 
prevent building. Even so, some scholars poke holes in this narrative. de 
Benedictis-Kessner et  al. (2025) show that electing a Democrat as mayor is associated 
with adding more multifamily housing, especially in localities where city councils have 
less control. (Ferreira & Gyourko [2023] do not find a statistically significant relation-
ship between electing a Democrat as mayor and increased housing supply.) Democratic 
mayors are more than twice as likely to support increased housing density in existing 
neighborhoods (Einstein & Glick, 2018). And public surveys show that, compared to 
registered Republicans, registered Democrats are more likely to believe that housing 
is a right for all Americans (Marble & Nall, 2021); that apartments should be allowed 
in all neighborhoods (de Benedictis-Kessner et  al., 2025); and that neighborhoods 
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with smaller, more tightly packed homes are more appealing than those with larger, 
more spread-out homes (Jones, 2020). Indeed, when Democrats make comments at 
public meetings, they are more likely to support housing projects (Einstein et al., 2019).

The seeming contrast between the claim that Democratic party-run and 
liberal-dominated communities are hosting inadequate housing supply and the find-
ings that Democrats and liberals may be more likely to support housing may be 
explained by where housing is being built within metropolitan areas. States and cities 
with Republican voters may be more likely than those with Democratic voters to have 
undeveloped, agricultural or natural land available for construction, even as 
Democratic-run communities may be more likely to prevent outward sprawl through 
growth controls and natural land protections, so the concentration of housing at the 
urban edge on greenfield locations versus in town on infill locations may have a 
relationship with political and demographic circumstances.

Most US housing development over the past century has occurred on the urban 
outskirts, and these trends continue. Previously unpopulated areas—or areas with 
low population densities—have accumulated a disproportionate share of the nation’s 
new homes (Baum-Snow, 2023). Compared to dense, preexisting neighborhoods, these 
areas are easier to build in, occupied by easier-to-replace farms and natural space 
(Baum-Snow & Han, 2024). And their low land costs mean they can be developed 
into subdivisions of cheap-to-build, wood frame single-family homes, rather than 
expensive steel-and-concrete apartment buildings. So one possibility that demands 
research is that more conservative areas are adding more housing because those are 
the communities where more construction is feasible.

Moreover, little new housing is being added to already developed neighborhoods 
(Baum-Snow, 2023). Sunbelt regions have slowed their rates of expansion in recent 
years (Glaeser & Gyourko, 2025; Orlando & Redfearn, 2024). Ellickson (2021) argues 
that single-family communities nationwide—even in otherwise high-growth metro-
politan areas like Austin—have “frozen” themselves through a “zoning straitjacket” 
that prevents growth in single-family neighborhoods outside of “pockets” of density 
(Romem, 2018). A study of development patterns in the Fresno, California, area showed 
that, once suburban neighborhoods reached a density of 2,000 to 2,500 housing units 
per square mile, they generally stopped densifying (Freemark et  al., 2024). So a cor-
ollary possibility may be that more liberal communities are adding relatively less 
housing because they are those with less available and undeveloped land.

Research Questions

What, then, do the data on changes across the United States tell us about the influ-
ence of demographics and politics on housing availability—and the degree to which 
that outcome depends on existing neighborhood conditions? What sociopolitical 
breakdowns occur in the context of current housing supply growth? I investigate two 
specific, related research questions. First, how was growth in housing units from 2000 
to 2020 distributed between and within metropolitan areas across the United States? 
I examine whether growth was more likely in areas with low densities of preexisting 
development (such as natural areas, agricultural land, or very large-lot subdivisions) 
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or in areas with already high densities of housing (such as neighborhoods where 
multifamily housing is located).

Second, was that growth, and its location compared to existing patterns of devel-
opment, associated with local characteristics, including politics and demographics? I 
examine the degree to which liberal or conservative areas, cities with Democratic 
party-run city councils, or areas in states controlled by Democrats or Republicans, 
added housing supply. I develop measures that test the distribution of new supply 
and that identify how many additional units were located within a close distance of 
the typical resident, to estimate exposure to new construction. These analyses thus 
help us assess whether growth—and what kind of growth—is a factor of local demo-
graphics and political points of view.

Materials and Methods

I use publicly available data to explore how housing supply changed across the United 
States between 2000 and 2020. I leverage descriptive analyses, multivariate regressions, 
and measures designed to assess the evenness of housing construction across geographies.

Data

My units of analysis are census tracts, cities, counties (or county equivalents), and 
metropolitan statistical areas. Because tract geographies change over time, I use data 
harmonized by the National Historical Geographic Information System (NHGIS) to 2010 
tract boundaries; tracts each are entirely located within counties. County boundaries 
generally remain fixed over time, though there are a few exceptions (notably, Alaska 
and Connecticut changed their county equivalents during the study period). As such, 
I use tract data associated with 2000 county geographies. Metropolitan areas—com-
prised of counties—are defined by the census and also change over time, generally 
expanding through suburban growth. I use 2000 metropolitan geographies, meaning 
that I may not always account for far exurban growth.

I also examine city data. These are more challenging to study over time because, 
unlike counties, their boundaries often change due to annexation. Nevertheless, cities 
provide useful insight into the relationship between politics and housing supply, as 
cities are usually—but not always—the level of government responsible for making 
decisions related to land-use policy. I thus assign tracts to cities if they are partly or 
fully within city boundaries in 2010.

The census provides full counts of the number of housing units in 2000, 2010, and 
2020 at the tract level, which I then extrapolate to the other geographies. I use these 
data to calculate numeric and percentage changes in housing units, as well as to 
calculate housing densities per square mile, using data on land area. These data do 
not exactly correspond with new construction, as increases in unit count may also 
result, for example, from the division of single units into multiple apartments. Similarly, 
a decline in unit count may reflect the abandonment or demolition of certain units 
occurring at the same time as new units are added. Nonetheless, census-produced 
unit counts correlate with permitting levels (Freemark, 2022) and thus reasonably 
represent where new housing is built.
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I also collect 2000 census data and 2008–2012 American Community Survey 
five-year estimates of several characteristics that may impact housing supply, as noted 
above. I collect information at the tract, city, and county levels on the non-Hispanic 
white share of population (associated with opposition to housing construction) and 
median housing values (associated with greater demand for construction). I considered 
several other local characteristics, including median income, median rent, and share 
of adults with a bachelor’s degree or greater, but these data are closely associated 
with the aforementioned characteristics at the city and county levels and thus unsuit-
able for multivariate regression analysis.

Finally, I collect data on local political characteristics. I use data from Warshaw and 
Tausanovitch (2022); these compile city- and county-level vote shares for the Democratic 
party candidate in the 2008 through 2020 presidential elections. They compile survey 
data to estimate the political ideological perspectives of residents in each geography 
for the periods 2004–2011 and 2017–2021. To ease understanding and standardize 
my analysis, I transform these data in two ways. First, I reverse the direction of the 
data such that a higher number is associated with a city or county being more liberal 
(i.e., a community with an ideology score closer to 0 is more conservative).1 Second, 
I scale the ideology score so all numbers are 0 or greater through a linear transfor-
mation by adding the absolute value of the minimum score among all cities or 
counties to each city or county’s score, respectively.

I also use de Benedictis-Kessner et  al.’s (2023) data on the share of city councils 
occupied by Democratic party members; these data include estimates based on 
campaign finance and other records since many local elections are nonpartisan. To 
simplify matters, I take the average Democratic party share from 2000 to 2009 and 
from 2010 to 2019, among years that are available for each city.

Because local housing supply may also be impacted by state-level politics, I collect 
information from Ballotpedia about the partisan control of each state legislature 
during periods from early 2001 to early 2011 and from early 2011 to early 2021.  
I determine whether the legislature in each state was fully controlled by Democrats 
or Republicans, or mixed during each period (dropping one year of control by the 
other party in a few instances), and then associate that data with each city and county.

Methods

I begin with a series of descriptive analyses. I track changes in housing units at the 
tract level, and then sum them to the metropolitan level, for the 2000 to 2020 period. 
I present graphs on the data related to metropolitan areas with at least 1 million res-
idents in 2000. But I calculate this information for all tracts, cities, counties, and met-
ropolitan areas (all data used are available for download separately). I also compare 
trends in the regions comprised of states defined by the US Bureau of Economic Analysis.

Next, I assess the distribution of housing growth. First, I bin the tracts of each 
metropolitan area based on their housing unit densities in 2000 or 2010: below 500 
units per square mile (low-density tracts, sometimes rural or natural land, but also 
sometimes large-lot suburban; this is equivalent to less than one unit per acre), 
between 500 and 999 units per square mile, and then a series of bins representing 
increasing degrees of preexisting densities; for each metropolitan area, I calculate the 
total housing supply growth to 2010 or 2020 in each bin. This binning enables me 



Housing Policy Debate 7

to compare the preexisting conditions and growth trends in sets of tracts within each 
city, county, or metropolitan area.

To provide perspective on how these types of tracts are distributed, I map the 
Chicago and Houston metropolitan areas in Figure 1. The maps show how the regions 
differed in 2000; though both had tracts with densities across all bins, Chicago had 
a much greater concentration of high-density tracts (those with at least 5,000 units 
per square mile, or 7.8 units per acre) than did Houston.

In Supplementary Appendix Table A1, I document the share of housing units located 
in tracts in each bin in 2000 in the most populous metropolitan areas. There is some 
substantial variation. At the high end, almost half of the New York metropolitan area’s 
housing units were located in tracts with at least 5,000 units per square mile, while, at 
the low end, only 1% of Atlanta’s units were located as such. Among the largest areas, 

Figure 1.  Density of housing units by tract, 2000, in the Central Chicago and Houston Metropolitan 
Regions. 
Note: Map is selectively labeled. Source: US Census 2000 at the tract level.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2026.2670545


8 Y. FREEMARK

Los Angeles, San Diego, and San Francisco had a relatively even distribution of units 
across bins. In Supplementary Appendix Table A2, I show the land area of each met-
ropolitan area by tracts in each bin. More than 70% of land area in each metropolitan 
area was located in tracts with fewer than 500 units per square mile in 2000, though 
no metropolitan area had more than 37% of its housing units located in such tracts.

Second, I use geospatial software to estimate how many new housing units were 
located within close distance of existing housing units within cities, counties, and 
metropolitan areas (I examine cities with at least 25,000 housing units in 2000, and 
counties with at least 50,000 housing units, both to enable adequate within-geography 
variation). This analysis serves as a proxy for the degree to which people in an area 
might experience new construction in their neighborhood; this approach also enables 
me to address one limitation of leveraging tract geographies for analysis, since their 
physical area varies tremendously around the country. Within each tract, I randomly 
distribute points that represent one-tenth of that tract’s number of housing units in 
2000 (thus I create 11.6 million points to represent 116 million total US housing units). 
I then create half-mile buffers around each point, representative of a 10-minute walk.

Figure 1. C ontinued.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2026.2670545
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Next, I randomly distribute points to represent the added housing units between 
2000 and 2020 in each tract. This sums to 26 million points, which is somewhat higher 
than the actual increase in housing units during that period (24.3 million), because 
I exclude data for tracts that lost units. (Of the 73,114 tracts in my database, 15,568 
[21%] lost units over that period. These tracts were disproportionately located outside 
metropolitan areas: 30.9% of tracts losing units were outside of metropolitan areas, 
versus 22.6% of tracts overall.)

I then estimate the weighted average of the number of housing units added within 
a half mile of existing units in each city, county, or metropolitan area using Equation (1).

	 A H U U
G

n

T T

n

T
=  ∑ ∑

1

2000

1

2000
∗ / 	 (1)

where AG is the estimated average number of added housing units within a half mile 
of each housing unit in 2000 in each geography G (city, county, or metropolitan area); 
n is the number of tracts in each geography; H

T
 is the average added housing units 

within a half mile of each modeled housing unit in 2000 in each tract T; and UT2000 
is the number of housing units in each tract in 2000. A higher value means that 
existing units are “exposed” to more new units nearby; a lower value means the 
opposite.

Third, I estimate the average tract housing density where a new housing unit was 
added during the study period (for this analysis, I also exclude tracts that lost housing 
units). This analysis is a proxy for what typical neighborhood conditions were like in 
the areas where housing was built. To do so, I use Equation (2):

	 A U U U U
G

n
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where AρG is the average density where units were added in each geography G (city, 
county, or metropolitan area); ρT is the density in units per square mile in 2000 in 
each tract T; UT2020 is the number of housing units in each tract in 2020; and the 
remaining variables are the same as in equation 1. A higher value means housing 
units are more likely to be added in neighborhoods with higher preexisting densities; 
a lower value means the opposite.

Fourth, I estimate the dissimilarity of housing supply growth within cities, counties, 
and metropolitan areas. This calculation evaluates the evenness of the distribution of 
added housing compared to the distribution of existing housing units, providing 
insight into whether the number of new construction units is proportional to the 
number of existing housing units. I model dissimilarity in Equation (3):
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where DG is the dissimilarity index for each geography (city, county, or metropolitan 
area); UG2000 and UG2020 are the number of housing units in each geography in 2000 
and 2020, respectively; and the remaining variables are the same as in Equation (1) 
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and (2). A value of 0 means that housing units are added in perfect proportion to 
existing units; a value of 2 means housing units are added only in tracts with no 
existing units.

Finally, I perform a set of multiple linear regressions intended to assess the asso-
ciations between a variety of tract-, city-, and county-level data and their change in 
housing units. To undertake these regressions, I develop a two-period panel dataset 
with information for each tract, city, or county applicable to both the 2000 to 2010 
and 2010 to 2020 periods. The generalized model I use is shown in Equation (4):

	 ∆
GP

GP

GP

GP

GP SP GP
I I O W= + ×+






 + + + + +β β

ρ
β
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β β β β
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1000 1000
lln PV

GP( ) + +β ε
7

	 (4)

where ∆
GP

 is the percent change in housing units in the geography G (tract, city, or 
county) over the study period P (a dummy representing either 2000 to 2010 or 2010 
to 2020). ρGP is the geography’s number of housing units per square mile at the 
beginning of the period (I divide this density metric by 1,000 for interpretability); OSP 
is a dummy representing partisan control of the state S where the geography is 
located, during the period; WGP is the geography’s non-Hispanic white population 
share at the beginning of the period; and VGP is the geography’s median housing 
value at the beginning of the period.

IGP is the city or county’s ideology score during the period (more conservative is 
closer to 0 and more liberal is higher); for tract analysis, I take the ideology score for 
the city in which it is located. In this context, if β

3
 is positive, it means geographies 

whose residents are more ideologically liberal have higher housing supply growth; if 
β

3
 is negative, it means that geographies with residents who are more ideologically 

conservative have higher supply growth. For analyses involving cities, I also run 
regressions in which I replace the ideology score with the share of the city council 
members who were Democrats during the period; in this case, if β

3
 is positive, it 

means that cities with a higher Democratic party council share have higher housing 
supply growth.

Equation (4) includes an interaction term that represents the hypothetical combined 
effect of preexisting housing density and ideology. This can produce two different 
interpretations, depending on the unit of analysis:

•	 For regressions with tract data, if β
1
 is positive, it means that tracts with higher 

densities and in cities with greater liberal ideology added units more quickly; 
if β

1
 is negative, it means that tracts with higher densities and in cities with 

greater conservative ideology added units more quickly.
•	 For regressions with city or county data, if β

1
 is positive, it means that cities 

or counties that overall have greater density and more liberal ideology added 
units more quickly; if β

1
 is negative, cities or counties with greater densities 

and more conservative ideology added units more quickly.

I selected variables for these regressions that are not associated with one another 
at the city or county level to avoid problems related to multicollinearity. I vary these 
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regressions depending on the context, including, first, by adding city-level fixed effects 
for tract-level analysis, and, second, by excluding the interaction term and examining 
only certain types of tracts within a city or county (e.g., bins comprised of tracts with 
fewer than 1,000 units per square mile in 2000, those with 3,000 or more, etc.). In 
addition, I perform a series of robustness tests. And I perform similar regressions with 
the three indices described above (in Equations 1–3) as dependent variables.

Limitations

The approach I take is not causal in nature. I do not investigate, for example, whether 
a change in partisan control is associated with additional housing supply, or whether, 
as the ideological predilections of a city or county’s population change over time, 
they become more or less likely to add housing. This analysis may also be limited by 
its portrayal of a unique moment. The study period included a mid-2000s boom in 
construction, followed by a major bust during the Great Recession, and then a steady 
recovery in the 2010s.

I do not incorporate measures of land-use regulation into my analysis. Several 
national efforts to establish comparative indices of local regulations have recently been 
completed or are underway (e.g., Bronin, 2023; Mleczko & Desmond, 2023). Nonetheless, 
I do not incorporate these measures because, other than those developed in research 
by Gyourko et  al. (2021), they do not allow comparisons with historical land-use con-
ditions.2 Moreover, the latter study provides multiple years of data for fewer than 900 
communities, which have a mean population of less than 50,000; it only includes 17 
cities with populations of greater than 300,000 in 2020, compared to 70 in my database.

I leverage a series of measures related to city, county, and state politics in my 
regression models. These measures are simplifications: there is no such thing as “red” 
and “blue” states or “liberal” and “conservative” cities or counties, because every com-
munity is populated by a wide array of individuals with different points of view. 
Nonetheless, I feel that the data I have collected can enable us to at least begin to 
understand the key connections between politics, partisanship, and housing outcomes.

Some of the outcomes I document may be only superficially related to the political 
characteristics in this study. For example, I find that communities with more ideolog-
ically conservative residents have higher rates of overall housing supply growth. But 
this may be because conservative residents happen to live in cities and counties that 
are attracting greater demand because of other factors (e.g., lower taxes or job 
growth), or are easier to build in because of the availability of vacant land for con-
struction and fewer protections for natural space. I also find that communities with 
more ideologically liberal residents have higher rates of growth in their densely 
developed neighborhoods; this may be a result of liberals being more likely to live 
in communities with access to density-promoting public transportation and walkable 
streets. It is difficult to disaggregate cause and effect here.

Collecting data at the tract level may not be fine-grained enough to represent 
reality. Housing development is more likely on mixed-use or formerly light industrial 
land (Been et  al., 2014), which is not evenly distributed. The method I use to randomly 
distribute existing and new housing units across a tract may not accurately represent 
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actual conditions at play, but there is no national database of the precise locations 
of housing units to substitute in this case.

Finally, aggregating tract data up to city, county, and metropolitan geographies 
may produce bias. In the same city or county, some high-density tracts may experi-
ence high housing supply growth whereas others experience a loss in housing units, 
for example. And census-defined metropolitan areas are somewhat arbitrary; they are 
comprised of whole counties and differ substantially internally.

Results

Housing growth over the past several decades has been strongest among metropolitan 
areas in the Sunbelt. Among the largest metropolitan areas, those with the fastest 
percentage growth in housing supply between 2000 and 2020 were Atlanta, Dallas, 
Houston, and Phoenix, which each grew their housing supply by more than 40% 
(Figure 2, Panel A; their central cities added units quickly as well). Those with the 
lowest growth were in the Rust Belt, notably Cleveland, Detroit, and Pittsburgh, whose 
metropolitan housing stock increased by less than 10%, and whose central city hous-
ing supply declined, likely as a result of abandonment and demolition. Some of the 
nation’s most expensive coastal metropolitan areas, like Boston, Los Angeles, New 
York, and San Francisco, as well as their respective central cities, increased their 
housing stock by less than 20%, despite the strong demand to live therein. (The Los 
Angeles and New York areas added a similar number of housing units as the Dallas 
and Houston areas over the study period, but the latter two were much smaller in 
2000, making their rate of increase much greater.)

But the story of housing growth in the 21st century is complicated once we con-
sider where growth occurred within each metropolitan area. Consider first how many 
additional housing units were added within a half mile of the typical existing unit 
(Figure 2, Panel B). The average housing unit in 2000 in the Atlanta, Dallas, Houston, 
and Phoenix metropolitan areas had about 250 additional units added nearby between 
2000 and 2020. That is substantially less than the otherwise slow-growth New York 
metropolitan area, where almost 1,000 units were added nearby. A typical New 
York-area household who remained in place between 2000 and 2020 thus saw about 
four times as much new housing built in their neighborhood over two decades as 
did a typical Houston-area household. Within each region’s central city, the typical 
New York City resident saw 5.5 times as much new housing added nearby as the 
average city of Houston resident.

One key explanation for this outcome is that housing units were added in very 
different locations, depending on the metropolitan area (Figure 2, Panel C). Fast-growing 
Sunbelt areas largely added units in tracts with very low densities, with fewer than 
1,000 units per square mile in 2000: likely relatively easily developable greenfield 
zones previously occupied by agricultural and natural uses. On the other hand, in 
the Chicago, Los Angeles, Miami, New York, Philadelphia, and San Francisco metro-
politan areas, the average additional unit was infill, added in already developed tracts 
with greater than 2,500 units per square mile in 2000. These levels were typically 
much higher within central cities.
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Figure 2.  Measures of housing supply growth between 2000 and 2020, large US metropolitan 
areas and their central cities. 
Note: Data only for metropolitan areas with at least 1,000,000 housing units in 2000. Metropolitan areas are defined 
based on Census 2000 definitions, but names are simplified. Central cities are defined as largest city in each metro-
politan area, using 2010 geographies. 
Sources: US Census 2000 and 2020 at the tract, city, and county levels.
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There was no clear relationship between the other measures of housing growth 
and the dissimilarity index, meaning how proportional the addition of units was to 
the existing distribution of units (Figure 2, Panel D). In this case, the Atlanta, Boston, 
Minneapolis, New York, and Seattle metropolitan areas had the most proportional 
distribution (the city of Seattle had the most proportional distribution among central 
cities). On the other hand, among metropolitan areas, Phoenix had the least propor-
tional distribution, potentially a consequence of growth largely occurring in previously 
unpopulated, exurban areas; among central cities, Cleveland, Detroit, Pittsburgh, and 
St. Louis—which suffered from elevated rates of housing abandonment in some 
areas—had the least proportional distribution.

The contrast in development trends by metropolitan area is made evident when 
comparing supply growth by neighborhood density levels. Overall, the tracts with 
low densities in 2000—such as those with fewer than 1,000 units per square mile—
more than doubled their housing supply by 2020 in the Dallas, Denver, Houston, and 
Phoenix metropolitan areas, indicating massive rates of greenfield growth 
(Supplementary Appendix Figure A1). On the other hand, Boston, Cleveland, Detroit, 
New York, and Pittsburgh metropolitan areas increased their housing counts by less 
than 25% in those low-density tracts, suggesting relatively little change in those areas’ 
exurban, agricultural, and natural zones. This may be a result of the latter metropolitan 
areas having a greater proportion of difficult-to-redevelop, large-lot suburban neigh-
borhoods, and/or more regulations in place preventing new housing on natural or 
agricultural land.

In Figure 3, I graph the total numerical change in housing supply between 2000 
and 2020 by metropolitan area, binned in tracts by housing density at the beginning 
of the period. This graph shows that most areas concentrated housing supply growth 
in low-density tracts, such as those with fewer than 1,000 units per square mile. In 
all but two of the 273 US metropolitan areas, the share of housing growth in these 
low-density tracts was higher than those tracts’ share of housing in 2000. On the 
other hand, growth in tracts with at least 3,000 units per square mile was lower than 
those tracts’ share of housing in 2000 in all but 10 metropolitan areas (Seattle was 
the only large exception to this rule); this likely reflects the difficulty of building infill 
projects.

I decompose these trends among higher-density tracts in Figure 4, which estimates 
the percentage growth in housing units by density bin for each metropolitan area. 
The highest-density tracts in the Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and St. Louis metropolitan 
areas lost units overall during the study period, reflective of those areas’ economic 
challenges.

This figure also shows that some of the highest-cost and low-overall-housing-growth 
areas, like Boston, New York, and San Francisco, experienced supply growth in their 
high-density tracts at similar rates to, or rates even greater than, those in fast-growing 
metropolitan areas like Houston. In other words, in the highest-density neighborhoods, 
housing supply grew similarly in the Sunbelt and in high-cost, coastal metropolitan 
areas. (I graph the average numerical change in housing units by tract in Supplementary 
Appendix Figure A2.)

The faster housing supply growth in low-density tracts was a characteristic of 
metropolitan areas in all of the nation’s regions (Figure 5, Panel A). But the magnitude 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2026.2670545
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of the difference between growth rates by tract density varied. More than 90% of 
the supply growth in the Great Lakes, Plains, Southeast, and Southwest regions was 
in tracts with fewer than 1,000 units per square mile in 2000 (growth was especially 
strong in the lowest density tracts, those with fewer than 500 units per square mile). 
But this was far less true in other parts of the country. More than 25% of the units 
added in the Far West (Pacific coast), Mideast (Mid-Atlantic), and New England regions 
were in tracts where preexisting densities were at least 2,000 units per square mile.

The contrast between the Sunbelt and the other parts of the country was partic-
ularly extreme here. Metropolitan areas in the Southeast and Southwest—the quint-
essential Sunbelt—added almost 10 million units in low-density areas with fewer than 
1,000 housing units per square mile, accounting for 58% of that type of development 
nationwide, whereas those in the Mideast and New England accounted for just 8% 
of the national total on this front (these two groups of areas had 37% and 21% of 
the nation’s metropolitan housing units in 2000, respectively). On the other hand, 
among units added in tracts with at least 2,000 units per square mile, the Southeast 
and Southwest accounted for 29% of the national total, versus the Mideast and New 
England, with 32% of the total, far disproportionate to their preexisting share. Among 
higher-density tracts, rates of supply growth in New England and Far West metropol-
itan areas were stronger than in the Sunbelt; this was also the case in the median 
metropolitan area in each group (Supplementary Appendix Figure A3, Panel A).

Figure 3. N umerical change in housing units, 2000 to 2020, by tract density in 2000, large US 
metropolitan areas. 
Note: Data only for metropolitan areas with at least 1,000,000 housing units in 2000. Metropolitan areas are defined based 
on Census 2000 definitions, but names are simplified. Sources: US Census 2000 and 2020 at the tract and county levels.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2026.2670545
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I find diverging trends among metropolitan areas based on their home values. 
Housing supply growth between 2000 and 2020 was most rapid in the lowest density 
tracts across the value range (Figure 5, Panel B). Higher-density tracts flatlined or 
even lost housing units in the metropolitan areas with the lowest housing values. 
But as metropolitan housing values increased, housing supply growth in high-density 
tracts also increased. This was again true in the median metropolitan area in each 
group (Supplementary Appendix Figure A3, Panel B).

Relationships Between Housing Supply Growth and Local Characteristics

To what degree are these trends a factor of local social characteristics? In this section, 
I explore this question. I begin by evaluating the link between local political ideologies 
and the growth of housing supply between 2000 and 2020 at the city level. Overall, 
the median of the 25 most conservative cities in the data increased its unit count 
by 25.5% over that period—while the median of the 25 most liberal cities increased 
its count by only 12.2%. In Figure 6, I show that, overall, cities with more conservative 
local populations (lower ideological scores) had far higher average housing supply 
growth than those with more liberal local populations (higher ideological scores). This 
result is logical given my findings that large Sunbelt metropolitan areas—typically 
more politically conservative—had higher housing growth overall.3

Figure 4.  Percent change in housing units, 2000 to 2020, by tract density in 2000, large US met-
ropolitan areas. 
Note: Data only for metropolitan areas with at least 1,000,000 housing units in 2000. Metropolitan areas are defined 
based on Census 2000 definitions, but names are simplified. Sources: US Census 2000 and 2020 at the tract and 
county levels.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2026.2670545
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On the other hand, the relationship between ideology and housing growth reverses 
in higher-density contexts. Among cities with at least 2,000 units per square mile 
overall, the median of the 25 most conservative cities increased its unit count by just 
4.4% between 2000 and 2020—while the median of the 25 most liberal cities in this 
group increased its count by 11.7%. This is apparent when decomposing by neigh-
borhoods within cities, as well (Figure 6). On average, the cities with the most liberal 
populations had higher supply growth in their higher-density neighborhoods than 

Figure 5.  Housing supply growth between 2000 and 2020, US metropolitan areas, by (a) region or 
(b) median housing value, by tract density in 2000. 
Note: All metropolitan areas (2000) included. Regions defined by US Bureau of Economic Analysis; “Mideast” is also 
referred to as “Mid-Atlantic.” Median housing values are defined using 2000 Census data: Up to $80,000 (n = 55, e.g., 
San Antonio); $80,000 to $89,999 (n = 50, e.g., Pittsburgh); $90,000 to $99,999 (n = 47, e.g., Houston); $100,000 to 
$109,999 (n = 33, e.g., Dallas); $110,000 to $124,999 (n = 36, e.g., Philadelphia); $125,000 to $149,999 (n = 26, e.g., 
Miami); Very High, $150,000 and above (n = 25, e.g., New York). Sources: US Census 2000 and 2020 at the tract and 
county levels.
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those with the most conservative populations.4 I document similar trends when using 
presidential vote shares (Supplementary Appendix Figure A4). A lower vote share for 
the Democratic presidential candidate is associated with higher housing supply growth 
overall, but a higher vote share for the Democrat is associated with more supply 
growth in already relatively densely developed neighborhoods. (I assess relationships 
between supply growth and housing value or share population white in Supplementary 
Appendix Figures A5 and A6, respectively).

Next, I conduct a series of regressions on percent change in housing units on the 
panel dataset (Table 1). I conduct these regressions on counties (model I), cities 
(models II–III), and tracts within cities (models IV–VI). These models affirm several key 
phenomena.

Among cities, counties, and tracts, more conservative resident ideology is associated 
with greater housing supply growth overall, as indicated by the negative ideology 
coefficient in models I–II and IV–V. I estimate that overall supply growth was sub-
stantially higher in the 10% most conservative cities than the 10% most liberal ones, 
controlling for other characteristics, and with the magnitude dependent on state 
legislative control (modeled outcomes in Supplementary Appendix Table A5). In addi-
tion, a higher Democratic party city council share is associated with less supply growth 
at the city or tract level, as shown in Table 1, models III and VI, respectively.

However, interacting preexisting housing density by local ideology produces a very 
different result. At the city and county levels (Table 1, models I–II), higher citywide 
or countywide densities and more liberal resident ideologies are together associated 
with greater housing supply, as indicated by the positive coefficient for the interaction 
variable. Thus, among low-density cities, those with more conservative residents had 
higher supply growth, while among high-density cities, those with more liberal resi-
dents had higher supply growth (Supplementary Appendix Table A5). At the tract 
level (Table 1, models IV–V), higher tract densities and more liberal citywide resident 
ideologies are together associated with greater housing supply; I illustrate this 

Figure 6. L ocal political ideology, by city and density bin in 2000, compared to percent change in 
housing supply, 2000 to 2020. 
Note: Loess graph showing standard errors in gray; shows central 95% of the distribution of city ideologies. Data only 
for cities with at least 25,000 housing units in 2000. Graph documents ideology for 2004–11 period. Sources: US 
Census 2000 and 2020 at the tract and city levels, and Warshaw and Tausanovitch (2022).

https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2026.2670545
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relationship in Supplementary Appendix Figure A7. I find, similarly, that the interaction 
between higher housing density at the city or tract levels and greater Democratic 
party city council shares is related to greater supply (Table 1, models III and VI).

I confirm these results by binning tract-level data at the city and county levels, 
and re-running Equation (4), but without the interaction term (Supplementary Appendix 

Table 1.  Percent change in housing supply, from 2000 to 2010 and from 2010 to 2020, by county, 
city, and tract.
Value at the 
beginning of the 
period I II III IV V VI

Geography County City City Tracts in 
cities

Tracts in 
cities

Tracts in 
cities

Thousands of 
homes per 
square mile x 
Ideology T

0.11  
(0.03)***

0.12  
(0.02)***

0.06  
(0.01)***

0.07  
(0.01)***

Thousands of 
homes per 
square mile x 
Democratic 
party city 
council share C

0.09  
(0.02)***

0.02  
(0.01)**

Thousands of 
homes per 
square mile

–0.14  
(0.03)***

–0.13  
(0.02)***

–0.09  
(0.02)***

–0.06  
(0.01)***

–0.06  
(0.01)***

–0.02  
(0.01)**

Ideology T –0.27  
(0.04)***

–0.26  
(0.04)***

–0.19  
(0.03)***

–0.17  
(0.05)***

Democratic party 
city council 
share C

–0.17  
(0.03)***

–0.10  
(0.02)***

Dummy for 
Republican 
party state 
legislative 
control D

0.08  
(0.01)***

0.06  
(0.01)***

0.07  
(0.01)***

0.03  
(0.01)***

–0.00  
(0.01)

0.03  
(0.01)*

Dummy for mixed 
state partisan 
legislative 
controlD

0.04  
(0.01)***

0.02  
(0.01)

0.03  
(0.02)

0.01  
(0.01)

–0.02  
(0.01)*

0.01  
(0.01)

White population 
share

–0.14  
(0.02)***

–0.04  
(0.02)

–0.05  
(0.03)

0.02  
(0.01)

0.05  
(0.01)***

0.03  
(0.01)*

Median value 
(log)

0.11  
(0.01)***

0.07  
(0.01)***

0.08  
(0.01)***

0.04  
(0.01)***

0.02  
(0.01)*

0.03  
(0.01)***

Dummy for 
2010–20 period

–0.11  
(0.01)***

–0.07  
(0.01)***

–0.09  
(0.01)***

–0.05  
(0.01)***

–0.05  
(0.01)***

–0.04  
(0.01)***

Intercept –0.90  
(0.16)***

–0.49  
(0.11)***

–0.63  
(0.14)***

–0.19  
(0.10)

–0.10  
(0.09)

–0.22  
(0.11)*

City-level fixed 
effects

No No No No Yes No

N 900 967 482 50,937 50,937 35,409
R2 0.32 0.26 0.28 0.06 0.13 0.04

Note: Data are adjusted by geography analyzed, though ideology and city council data are unavailable at the tract 
level (city-level data are used). Data only for counties with at least 50,000 housing units in 2000, cities with at 
least 25,000 housing units in 2000, or tracts in those cities; excludes data in which the change in housing units 
exceeds 200% or is less than –50%. *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05. Robust standard errors in parentheses, 
clustered at the city or county level. T Ideology data, running from conservative (low) to liberal (high), from 
2004–2011 and from 2017–2021 for the two periods. C Average Democratic party share of city council from 
2000–2009 and from 2010–2019 for the two periods. D Compared to Democratic party legislative control. Sources: 
US Census 2000 and 2020 at the tract, city, and county levels, and Warshaw and Tausanovitch (2022).
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Tables A3 and A4). This comparison shows that higher levels of conservative ideology 
among residents in both geographies is associated with higher supply growth overall, 
and among tracts in those geographies with fewer than 1,000 housing units per 
square mile. This relationship, however, reverses at higher densities; more liberal cities 
and counties had higher rates of supply growth in all their density bins above 1,000 
units per square mile.

I represent these results in Figure 7, which shows the effect of more liberal ideology 
on housing supply growth rates, for cities. This figure disaggregates effects by tracts 
within various density bins, illustrating that more liberal resident ideologies are asso-
ciated with statistically significant higher supply growth within tracts in most density 
bins above 3,000 units per square mile (as indicated by the positive coefficient). These 
trends are similar whether assessing overall supply growth within each bin (Figure 7),  
the median tract within each bin (Supplementary Appendix Figure A8), or the mean 
tract within each bin (Supplementary Appendix Figure A9).

Cities and counties located in states with full Republican party control of their 
legislatures had statistically significantly higher rates of housing supply growth than 
those with full Democratic party control (those in states with mixed control were 
somewhere in between). For the city with an average ideology located in a Republican 
party-led state, modeled housing supply growth rates were 13% from 2000 to 2010; 
these were just 7% for those in a Democratic party-led state (Supplementary Appendix 
Table A5). Higher rates of supply growth were more common in Republican 
party-controlled states across cities with various preexisting housing density levels.

Figure 7. E ffect of more liberal ideology on percent change in housing supply, by density bin, 
from 2000 to 2010 and from 2010 to 2020. 
Note: Data only for cities with at least 25,000 housing units in 2000. Graph points are the modeled coefficient 𝛽3 
from the regression in Equation (4), modified to remove the interaction term because of the use of binning, and with 
standard errors marked. Where a statistically significant effect is present, *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05. Sources: US 
Census 2000 and 2020 at the tract and city levels, and Warshaw and Tausanovitch (2022).
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Demographic and housing characteristics interacted with these outcomes. Cities 
and counties with higher non-Hispanic white population shares had lower supply 
growth (Table 1, models I–III), though tracts with higher white population shares had 
greater supply growth, particularly when incorporating city-level fixed effects (Table 
1, model V). Cities, counties, and tracts with higher housing values had systematically 
higher supply growth.

The results presented above incorporate geographies that lost housing supply 
during the study period; about 7% of the cities in the data lost units. These include 
such municipalities as Birmingham, Alabama; Charleston, West Virginia; Erie, 
Pennsylvania; Niagara Falls, New York; and Pontiac, Michigan, all which have experi-
enced post-industrial decline, leading to vacancy and housing unit demolition. To 
account for the potential bias produced by those cities’ inclusion, I re-estimate out-
comes but without those cities that underwent supply declines, again finding that 
conservative cities added units at a substantially higher rate overall. But among more 
densely developed cities, liberal communities added units more quickly. I also re-run 
Table 1 without including cities that experienced supply declines (not shown). I identify 
identical coefficient direction and significance as in Table 1, model II.

I conduct an additional series of regressions as robustness tests. In Supplementary 
Appendix Table A6, I eliminate the state political characteristics from the models in 
Table 1. I find, again, that more conservative cities and counties had higher supply 
growth overall, but that more liberal cities and counties added greater supply when 
interacting higher housing density levels with ideology. I also reaffirm that a higher 
white population share was generally associated with less supply growth and higher 
home values were associated with more growth. I then assess a different time period 
(using the full 2000 to 2020 period, again at the city and county levels) in Supplementary 
Appendix Table A7, drawing the same conclusions as described above.5

Next, I conduct similar multivariate regressions using the panel of city- and 
county-level data, but this time testing the three distributional measures of housing 
supply growth defined in Equations (1), (2), and (3). I find that a higher level of added 
housing within a half mile of existing units in cities and counties was associated with 
Republican party state legislative control, a lower white population share, and higher 
home values (Table 2, models I–II). For this indicator, I find mixed evidence on the 
relationship between local political ideologies and a greater density of nearby added 
units. While conservative city residents, on average, experienced more additional 
housing added nearby than did residents of more liberal cities, residents of more 
densely developed liberal cities had greater housing supply added nearby than their 
conservative peers.

In Table 2, models III–IV, I estimate the weighted average density of tracts where 
added units were located. Cities and counties with higher existing densities, a lower 
white population share, and higher housing values had their added units located in 
significantly higher-density tracts. On average, cities and counties with more liberal 
populations added supply in higher-density tracts than did cities and counties with 
more conservative populations (though the significance of this finding disappears for 
cities).

https://doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2026.2670545
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Finally, I estimate the dissimilarity index of added housing for each city and county 
(Table 2, models V–VI). A higher dissimilarity value is associated with a more liberal 
population in counties, though this is not the case in more densely populated counties 
or cities of any density. This suggests no clear relationship between ideology and the 
evenness of new housing provision across a geography.6

To confirm the results presented in Table 2, I conducted a test of the weighted 
average densities of tracts where new units were located (as in model II), but exclud-
ing New York City’s five counties, due to that city’s special character. That analysis 
(not shown) resulted in the same direction and significance of coefficients as those 
shown in Table 2.

Table 2.  Measures of distribution for additional housing units, from 2000 to 2010 and from 2010 
to 2020, by county and city

Dependent variable

Weighted average number of 
added units within a half 

mile
Weighted average density of tract 

where added unit is located Dissimilarity index

Value at the 
beginning of 
the period

I II III IV V VI

Geography Counties Cities Counties Cities Counties Cities

Thousands of 
homes per 
square mile x 
Ideology T

–2.12 (50.47) 99.13 
(33.34)**

–2,124.47 
(875.46) *

–130.32 
(510.81)

–0.07  
(0.03) *

–0.02  
(0.02)

Thousands of 
homes per 
square mile

50.21  
(60.61)

–45.76  
(28.62)

3,582.29 
(1,022.85) ***

1,347.03 
(354.34) ***

0.09  
(0.04) *

0.02  
(0.02)

Ideology T 12.59  
(27.51)

–139.53 
(52.06) **

1,817.02 
(364.79) ***

1,631.10 
(1,085.58)

0.10  
(0.04) *

0.07  
(0.4)

Dummy for 
Republican 
party state 
legislative 
control D

46.23  
(11.18) ***

82.58  
(16.79) ***

–45.00  
(118.31)

582.45  
(166.55) ***

0.01  
(0.01)

0.00  
(0.01)

Dummy for 
mixed state 
partisan 
legislative 
control D

28.66  
(11.60) *

71.06  
(16.99) ***

13.17  
(105.48)

474.60  
(165.60) **

0.01 (0.01) 0.02  
(0.01)

White 
population 
share

–136.85 
(17.89) ***

–93.79  
(29.00) **

–728.87 
(229.44) **

–787.28 
(244.98) **

–0.15  
(0.03) ***

–0.08  
(0.03) **

Median value 
(log)

75.07  
(12.41) ***

84.54  
(11.68) ***

387.19  
(140.38) **

460.64  
(130.43) ***

–0.07  
(0.01) ***

–0.06  
(0.01) ***

Dummy for the 
2010–20 
period

–18.86  
(5.28) ***

–14.16  
(6.99) *

136.76  
(88.47)

–88.15  
(90.07)

0.02  
(0.01) *

–0.02  
(0.01)

Intercept –769.35 
(155.54) ***

–843.72 
(151.37) ***

–5,236.86 
(1,665.97) **

–6,629.54 
(1,793.59) ***

1.38  
(0.16) ***

1.22  
(0.16) ***

N 900 967 880 1,096 900 972
R2 0.74 0.39 0.88 0.75 0.19 0.09

Note: Data only for counties with at least 50,000 housing units in 2000, and cities with at least 25,000 housing 
units in 2000. *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05. Robust standard errors in parentheses, clustered at the city or 
county level. T Ideology data, running from conservative (low) to liberal (high), from 2004–2011 and from 2017–2021 
for the two periods. D Compared to Democratic legislative control. Sources: US Census 2000 and 2020 at the tract, 
city, and county levels, and Warshaw and Tausanovitch (2022).
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Discussion

I find that Sunbelt metropolitan areas and more conservative cities and counties 
increased their housing supply at a considerably more rapid pace than did Rust Belt 
or coastal metropolitan areas or liberal cities or counties over the first two decades 
of the 21st century. States and cities with Republican party-led legislatures increased 
supply more quickly than did those with Democratic party-led legislatures. These data 
broadly demonstrate that more liberal communities have failed to add units as quickly 
as their conservative peers; this shortfall may help explain the often-higher housing 
costs in those areas.

But these changes were not uniformly distributed. The vast majority of housing 
supply added nationwide was located in previously sparsely developed areas. This 
was particularly true in the Sunbelt and communities with more conservative residents. 
More conservative metropolitan areas like Dallas, Houston, and Phoenix each doubled 
their respective number of housing units on low-density tracts between 2000 and 
2020. But the more liberal Boston and New York metropolitan areas increased their 
housing supply on those tracts by less than 25%.

Liberal communities, however, added housing supply in already developed areas—
particularly densely developed areas—significantly more quickly than did their con-
servative peers. The Houston and Phoenix metropolitan areas had substantially lower 
rates of housing supply growth in already developed neighborhoods than the Seattle 
metropolitan area, for example, where liberal views predominate.7 I generally find 
that new housing supply was located in tracts with higher levels of preexisting hous-
ing development in liberal cities and counties than in conservative ones.

These differences likely had impacts on residents’ exposure to housing construction 
in their surroundings—in other words, what kinds of growth they perceive nearby. 
Nationally, I find conflicting evidence about whether residents of conservative or liberal 
cities likely had more housing units added within a half-mile of their homes. But liberal 
cities and counties added housing supply in neighborhoods of higher average densities 
than did conservative geographies. And in some of the most expensive, liberal met-
ropolitan areas—like New York City and Seattle—I find that the typical home in 2000 
was within a half mile of 500 or more additional units by 2020, far more than in 
metropolitan areas like Phoenix, with about 200 new units nearby. The same compar-
ison was at play—but to a magnified extent—in their respective central cities.

What lessons can a nation deprived of adequate housing supply take from these 
findings? On the one hand, conservative resident ideology and Republican party city- 
and state-level control has been associated with more housing overall. This suggests 
that differences in city- and state-level rules related to housing development—par-
ticularly on greenfield land—may play out on ideological and partisan lines, perhaps 
on issues like environmental review and zoning policy.

To address the needs of metropolitan areas like New York that have built compar-
atively few homes in greenfield zones in recent decades, states could reform their 
regulations to enable the replacement of agricultural and natural land with single-family 
homes. Doing so would be accompanied by substantial environmental damage, how-
ever. Moreover, though housing added at the edge may be cheaper, it is also asso-
ciated with higher transportation costs, in some cases eliminating housing cost benefits 
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entirely (consider that, adjusted for the salary of the average American household, 
and accounting for both transportation and housing prices, New York City is cheaper 
to live in than Phoenix, despite the latter’s much lower housing costs; see the 
Housing + Transportation Index produced by the Center for Neighborhood Technology). 
Though it is more expensive to provide, infill housing construction may be less likely 
to result in such negative outcomes.

On the other hand, my finding that liberal cities and counties are no worse—and 
perhaps are even better—than conservative cities and counties in terms of adding 
supply on infill land may run counter to expectations. This could mean that liberal 
cities have local land-use regimes, encompassing the full regulatory process, that 
overall enable more new housing in infill locations than do conservative cities. At 
the same time, the higher exposure to new construction by residents in many liberal 
areas may encourage them to promote slow and tedious public input processes—and 
may explain why new projects therein often face vociferous opposition, despite the 
stated preference of many liberals for more housing.

Or, this difference between liberal and conservative cities might mean that there 
is less demand for infill construction in conservative locales, perhaps because of their 
combination of resident preferences, inadequate public transportation systems, and 
the relative ease of building on greenfield sites. In whatever case, infill construction 
is difficult even in liberal communities. Between 2000 and 2020, a much larger share 
of housing units added in metropolitan regions like New York or Washington was 
completed in tracts with densities lower than 1,000 units per square mile than had 
previously existed there; this was not true for high-density tracts.

There remains a penury of housing in many of the communities where people 
most want to live, and evidence suggests that even the fastest-growing Sunbelt cities 
are struggling to add homes (Glaeser and Gyourko, 2025). Additional research is 
needed to better understand pathways to adding homes. Is exposure to new devel-
opment nearby a motivation for residents to oppose additional development? What 
state-, metropolitan-, and local-level changes can create the appropriate regulatory 
environment to spur new construction? Are there effective mechanisms for urban 
areas to limit greenfield growth while accommodating more housing through infill 
construction? And are the trends I have documented from 2000 to 2020 still relevant 
in the post-pandemic United States?

Notes

	 1.	 In the original data, a more liberal community has a lower score, and a more conserva-
tive community has a higher score.

	 2.	 Out of interest, I collected data from Mleczko and Desmond (2023) on regulatory strin-
gency by metropolitan area and compared it with housing supply growth over the study 
period. I found no connection between this measure and this growth, though, counter-
intuitively, I did find a statistically significant association between more stringent regu-
lations and greater growth in infill areas. This may suggest that generally more regulat-
ed metropolitan areas nonetheless have fewer regulations in their already developed 
areas.

	 3.	 For counties with greater than 50,000 housing units in 2020, the median ideology score 
(2017–21, with a low-to-high score representing the conservative-to-liberal range) was 
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0.93 in the Far West; 0.77 in the Great Lakes; 0.83 in the Mideast; 0.99 in New England 
(the most liberal); 0.84 in the Plains; 0.75 in the Rocky Mountains; 0.70 in the Southeast 
(the most conservative); and 0.70 in the Southwest.

	 4.	 The most liberal cities (those with an ideology score of greater than 0.95 in 2017–21, n =  
74 among cities with greater than 25,000 housing units in 2000) experienced mean hous-
ing supply growth of 18.1% among all tracts; 16.7% among tracts between 1,000 and 2,999 
units per square mile in 2000; and 13.2% among tracts at or above 3,000 units per square 
mile. The most conservative cities (those with an ideology score of below 0.6, n = 63 
among cities with greater than 25,000 housing units in 2000) experienced mean supply 
growth of 30.0%, 6.3%, and –0.0%, respectively. In each case, the difference between the 
two groups was statistically significant at a p level of < .01 using t-tests of means.

	 5.	 I also conducted this analysis by replacing the ideology measure with one for a different 
year and replacing the ideology measure with Democratic party presidential vote shares 
in 2008 and 2020, as alternatives at the county level. The direction and significance of 
the coefficients for the variables remained the same throughout.

	 6.	 As with much of the data presented here, variation is the name of the game for these 
outcomes. Consider Multnomah County, Oregon (Portland) and San Francisco, California. 
Each is ideologically liberal (above the 99th percentile nationwide in the 2017–21 data, 
respectively), but while Multnomah County’s dissimilarity score is somewhat low (0.44), 
San Francisco’s is high (0.62).

	 7.	 In the 2004 to 2011 data, weighted by county housing units in 2000, the Houston, 
Phoenix, and Seattle metropolitan area ideology scores, running from conservative to 
liberal, were at the 48th, 42nd, and 96th percentile among all metropolitan areas, re-
spectively.
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