
2 - 4 4      |      2025 ADVOCATES’ GUIDE

Resident and Tenant Organizing
By Sidney Betancourt, Project Manager of  
Inclusive Community Engagement, NLIHC  
and Dee Ross, Tenant Leader Fellow, NLIHC 

Why Organize? 

Organizing balances power. When ordinary 
people come together to take collective 

action on their own behalf, they have a greater 
ability to influence people in decision-making 
positions. Organizing undermines existing social 
structures and creates a more just distribution 
of power. However, it is also equally important 
to recognize your own power. Traditional mod-
els of organizing may not work for everyone, 
but there is value in embracing your power by 
sharing your story and lived experiences with 
stakeholders. By owning and understanding this 
power, you can harness it to advocate in space 
not originally designed to empower tenants. 

Why do Tenants Organize?
Tenants organize to address immediate prob-
lems and create ongoing solutions. If tenants 
have mold in their apartments and the land-
lords keep saying that they will address it but 
never do, chances are that other tenants in the 
building are facing the same problem. It is easy 
for the landlord to avoid each person individ-
ually, but when tenants come together and 
put pressure on the landlord as a group, they 
become much harder to ignore. It is important 
to acknowledge that low-income people, and 
especially low-income women of color, tend to 
be the highest percentage of people living in 
affordable housing. Often these groups need to 
become the central agent of change to ensure 
tenant organizing initiatives can flourish. It’s 
important that tenants also lead the movements 
and drive the change themselves.  

Organizing does not stop when an immediate 
problem is fixed. As a group, tenants can iden-
tify systemic problems in their building. They 
can see patterns of neglect or harassment and 
demand long-term solutions that prevent prob-
lems instead of only dealing with them once 
they occur. It does not have to stop at the build-
ing level; an organized group of tenants may 
identify issues, such as local school conditions, 
that need to be addressed on their block or in 
their neighborhood. A united tenant organiza-
tion with experience dealing with their landlord 
and building management knows how to work 
together as a group to demand accountability 
from people in positions of power, like the local 
school board.

Ultimately, tenants organize to gain power. In an 
apartment building, a small minority of people 
hold almost all the power. Landlords and man-
agement companies have the power to with-
hold repairs, to raise rents in many cases, and to 
refuse to renew leases and even evict people. In 
federally assisted buildings, tenants have rights 
and protections provided by the government. 
Some cities and states also provide additional 
protections, but even these are more effective if 
tenants are organized. Organizing gives tenants 
more power to draw attention to problems and 
get them resolved.

Typically, there are several types of issues that 
prompt tenants to organize:

• Substandard living conditions.

• Systematic harassment or intimidation.

• The threat of an end to assistance programs 
that keep units affordable to existing tenants.

• Extreme increases in rental pricing. 
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Tenant Organizing Tips

LEARN FROM OTHERS

Unfortunately, tenants around the country, if not 
the world, must organize against unfair hous-
ing practices. Organizing, however, presents a 
learning opportunity as there are many exam-
ples to use. Find out what other communities 
have done, what was successful, and what chal-
lenges they faced. 

BE OPEN

To function well, a tenant association must be 
open to all residents in a building. If it is not, 
competing tenant organizations may form and 
landlords or management companies might 
exploit a lack of unity among residents. Look for 
unlikely partners or allies and tap into existing 
networks.

BE DEMOCRATIC

For long-term success, it is crucial for a group 
to function democratically. When the special 
interests of only a few members begin to dictate 
group decisions and interactions with landlords 
or management companies, the cohesion and 
strength of a group is weakened.

KEEP AN EYE ON PROCESS

While there is no one-size-fits-all decision-mak-
ing process or leadership structure for tenant 
associations, it is important for residents to 
figure out what works well for them, build con-
sensus, and formalize their processes in some 
way. A group may re-evaluate and change its 
structure at some point, but it is critical to have 
a defined and agreed upon method so that 
when decisions need to be made, they can be 
made without conflict or disarray.

BE INFORMED

Tenants need to know what is going on in 
their building and in their community. Tenants 
should determine whether their landlord owns 

other buildings in the neighborhood or city 
and if residents in those buildings experience 
similar problems. 

Know Your Laws and Policies
Tenants should also learn about federal, state, 
or local laws that apply to the right to organize, 
affordability restrictions, or living-condition stan-
dards. Tenants should figure out who can help 
them get the resources they need to be suc-
cessful. Staying informed about laws can help in 
organizing tenants around these laws and ensur-
ing their effective enforcement.  

KNOW YOUR ELECTED OFFICIALS

Tenants should learn who their elected officials 
are at every level of government and engage 
them on the issues facing residents in the 
building. For local offices, attending neighbor-
hood and city meetings can often be a great 
way to make connections with elected officials 
or their staff. 

FIND A LOCATION TO HOLD MEETINGS 
AND ACCESS COMMUNITY RESOURCES

A public library, community center, or local 
church may be willing to provide space. Does 
the group need to create and photocopy meet-
ing notices? A community-based organization 
in your neighborhood may be able to help you 
access a computer, a photocopier, and other 
useful resources.

SET A GOAL OR GOALS AS A GROUP

Most importantly, tenants must determine 
their goal(s) as a group, identify and engage 
allies who can help achieve the goal(s), make 
sure that all interested residents have a role to 
play, and develop solidarity within the group. 
Strength in numbers and unity of purpose are 
instrumental forces in organizing.

Ultimately, an organized tenant group becomes 
a critical resource for advocates. No one knows 
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the direct implications and effects of housing 
policy better than the residents who live each 
day in subsidized housing properties. A tenant 
organization can solve immediate problems 
in an individual building and can also play an 
important role in advocating for better, more 
just public policy over the long term.

Sustaining a Tenant Advocacy 
Group or Tenant Organizing
Many tenant groups emerge in moments of cri-
sis. After the immediate problem that brought 
a group together is addressed, the group may 
lose momentum, stop meeting, and begin to 
dissolve. Below are some tips to preserve the 
group. 

STAY ENGAGED, BUT SET REALISTIC 
EXPECTATIONS

It is important to keep members engaged, but 
it is just as important to understand that the 
level of activity within a tenant group can vary 
depending on how urgently tenants wish to 
address issues at hand. During an active cam-
paign a group may meet every week. Once the 
issue is resolved, the group may decide to scale 
back to meeting once a month. Scaling back 
is okay. Although you want to keep the group 
going, you don’t want to burn people out or 
make them feel like they are meeting for no 
reason. Whether you meet once a week, once a 
month, or even once a quarter, holding regular 
meetings is a good way to build and maintain 
rapport with your fellow tenant and neighbor. 
Keep in mind that these meetings should be 
held in a safe public space.

LOOK TO THE COMMUNITY

For tenant associations, it is usually a problem in 
the building that brings tenants together. How-
ever, there may be broader issues in the com-
munity around which a tenant group can orga-
nize or stay organized once initial problems are 

resolved, such as conditions of the local schools 
or public transportation systems. Give members 
of the tenant association space to raise issues of 
greater concern. If common issues arise, brain-
storm ways the tenant association can address 
those issues and influence the community.

LOOK BEYOND THE COMMUNITY
• Does the tenant group have concerns about 

the way a federal or local program is regu-
lated or run? How can they best advocate for 
themselves and their neighbors?

• Finding ways to maintain a strong tenant 
group is important. Although the group may 
win one fight, another crisis could arise at any 
point and having a strong and unified body 
in place means you will be ready to respond 
quickly and effectively.

FUNDRAISING AND COLLABORATION 

As with any advocacy group, funding is crucial 
for sustainability. There are several avenues for 
generating funds, such as charitable grants, 
hosting community fundraising events, partici-
pating in Giving Tuesdays, and collecting mem-
bership fees.

You can also check if your work qualifies for 
HUD funding at: https://www.hudexchange.
info/programs/public-housing/resident-toolkit/
tenant-participation-funds/

Additionally, collaborating with local universities 
and organizations can help bring in interns to 
assist with the work needed to advance your 
mission.

ENGAGING IN MUTLI-SECTOR WORK

A great way to expand your movement is by 
building strong partnerships with other organi-
zations in your community, especially those from 
different sectors. Housing impacts everyone and 
intersects with numerous industries, including 
but not limited to healthcare, veterans, educa-
tion, child welfare, the environment, and more. 

https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/public-housing/resident-toolkit/tenant-participation-funds/
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/public-housing/resident-toolkit/tenant-participation-funds/
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/public-housing/resident-toolkit/tenant-participation-funds/
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TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT

As your movement or tenant advocacy group 
grows, it is important that tenants also have 
access to resources that help them develop as 
leaders. Engage with your group members to 
understand what they want to learn and provide 
relevant training and resources. Some ideas for 
training can include:  

• Advocacy 101

• Communications and media training

• Recognizing your power

CONSISTENTLY ENGAGING NEW  
MEMBERS

It’s important for tenant groups to grow on a 
consistent basis. You can engage new members 
through a variety of methods. For more locally 
based groups, you can go door-knocking to 
spread the word about your organization. If you 
are a larger organization that is statewide, you 
might consider attending or putting on events 
to engage potential members. It is important to 
maintain a sign-on form of some sort to keep 
track of new members. 

MAINTAIN SHARED VALUES AND GOALS

As the tenant group continues to grow, keep 
track of shared issues and grievances among 
the group to help inform the group’s values 
and goals over time. These goals will then help 
inform the group’s action plan. To help guide 
your shared values, goals, and regulations, you 
can delegate shared leadership roles in your 
tenant group. 

ORGANIZING WITH A TEAM

If you are organizing a building, you will want at 
least seven other team members to help orga-
nize people in your building. If you are working 
statewide or even nationally, it’s important to 
get involved with other tenant groups and other 
advocacy groups to help spread the message of 
your tenant group. 

PREPARING FOR VIRTUAL ORGANIZING 

After the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
many groups had to adapt by shifting to vir-
tual organizing. This is still a valuable tool that 
continues to be used widely in tenant organiz-
ing. It’s important to become comfortable using 
virtual platforms (e.g., Zoom) and ways to stay 
connected through chat or group forums (e.g., 
WhatsApp, Facebook, Slack, Google Groups). 


