
Q:	What Do All These Rent Regulation Terms Mean?
As rents has been rising, organizing for rent regulations have gained steam.1 

However, the terms used to describe rent regulations can be unclear and are 

used in many different ways. We did our best to tease out some distinctions.

Rent control is a loosely used term, which 
is why many people are often confused about it 
what it means. Generally it is being used in one of 
three ways:

 Most of the time when people use it, they mean 
the whole universe of rent regulations—any law 
that regulates the charging of rent. 

 Sometimes it is used in a historical sense of setting 
an actual price ceiling to rents (as opposed to 
regulating the amount they can increase annually). 
No existing or proposed rent regulation operates 
this way. Rent stabilization is a better descriptor 
of existing ordinances.

 In New York City there are two programs, one 
called rent control (which covers only tenancies 
in place since 1971 and restricts rents more 
strongly) and one called rent stabilization (which 
covers more units and continues to apply to units 
across tenancies). Sometimes the distinctions 
between the two programs are put forward as 
global definitions of the terms, but they are 
specific to New York City.

Rent cap is a term often used by advocates 
to refer to policies that impose a limit on yearly 
rent increases, but which still allow for increases 
too large to meaningfully preserve affordability. In 
California, there’s now a statewide “rent increase 
cap” of 5 percent plus inflation.5

Rent stabilization restricts how much 
landlords are allowed to increase rent annually. How 
that increase is set, which units are covered, and 
what happens at tenant turnover (e.g. increase limit 
stays put, a larger increase is allowed, or the unit 
may exit the system) varies by ordinance. Other 
tenant protections, such as just-cause eviction, are 
often added to these ordinances to limit abuse of 
the system.

Rent gouging is a form of price gouging, 
which is defined as “when a price is raised to a level 
much higher than is considered reasonable or fair, 
potentially to an unethical extent.”2 Price gouging 
often takes place after a crisis. For example, in 
the aftermath of the 2017 wildfires in Santa Rosa, 
California, an emergency regulation prohibited 
price increases of over 10 percent on a number 
of critical goods, and also on rent.3 An anti-rent-
gouging provision is functionally the same as rent 
stabilization, but only prohibits unusually large 
increases, in targeted circumstances. 

Rent gouging is also sometimes, such as in New 
York state law, used to describe when a tenant or 
potential tenant is told to pay an amount in addition 
to the set rent to increase their chances of leasing 
a property or having a lease renewed.4

Rent freeze means rent cannot be raised  
at all. This is usually done on a temporary basis. 

To read about one tenant organizer’s proposal for how to make a meaningful  
distinction between rent control and rent stabilization, see bit.ly/RentControlRentStab.

The Answer is for you to use. Please distribute freely for noncommercial purposes as long as Shelterforce’s credit remains on it and you 

let us know how you used it by emailing theanswer@shelterforce.org. You can also download a PDF to print at bit.ly/SF197TheAnswer. 

What do you find yourself explaining over and over? Send suggestions for The Answer to theanswer@shelterforce.org.

1 “Rent Control Is at a Turning Point,” by Oksana Mironova. Shelterforce, April 23, 2019, bit.ly/2GEoGuk
2 “Price gouging.” Wikipedia, bit.ly/31zswOo
3	 “California	Governor	Renews	Protections	From	Price	Gouging	Put	in	Place	After	2017	North	Bay	Wildfires,”	by	Yousef	Baig.	Press Democrat, Dec. 24, 2019, bit.ly/2tNPuow
4	 “New	York	Consolidated	Laws,	Penal	Law	-	PEN	§	180.57	Rent	gouging	in	the	first	degree.”	Find Law, bit.ly/37a0tq2
5	 “New	California	Law	Caps	Rent	Hikes.	What	Does	It	Mean	for	Tenants,	Landlords?”	by	Hannah	Wiley.	The Sacramento Bee,	Oct.	8,	2019,	bit.ly/2NXMKvF




