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#FakeNews. Recent media headlines have painted NYC as “deserted” and “dead”, facing 
a population exodus. The reality is quite different than the headlines lead you to believe.  
NYC has faced its share of challenges over the decades, and each time has reinvented itself, 
and come back better and stronger. One shouldn’t think that this time would be any different.  
But for now, locals are enjoying a New York City all to themselves, in a For New York,  
By New York market.  

Recent media headlines include:

• NYT: “New Yorkers Are Fleeing to the Suburbs: ‘The Demand is Insane’”1

• NYP: “New Yorkers keep moving out of the city to suburbs, other states”2

• Fox 5 NY: “NYC relocations accelerating at ‘substantial’ pace, local movers say”3

We’ve all seen the articles describing a supposed mass exodus out of New York City.  

But proclamations about the end of NYC, usually some version of Everyone is Leaving, aren’t 

new. Indeed, breathless headlines in 2018 and 2019, i.e. well before COVID, were asking  

Are New Yorkers Fleeing the City? 

We think reports of New York’s demise are premature and overblown. The COVID crisis is not 

the first time NYC has faced a population decline, and it won’t be the last. Following WWII, 

Manhattan saw a 13% population dip in the 1950’s, and it continued in the 1960’s and 1970’s 

until reversing in the 1980’s. Dips were seen after the S&L crisis in the 1990s, the 9/11 attacks 

in 2001 and the financial crisis in 2008; each time, NYC recovered. 

The reason lies in New York City’s transient nature. Every year, people move to NYC with 

hopes and dreams of making it in the big city. They come for their first job out of college, a 

chance to be on [or off] Broadway, strike it rich on Wall Street or join that startup. And every 

year, people leave for career reasons or to enjoy leafy suburban streets with new families. 

This dynamic is well documented, with several hundred thousand people moving in and out 

each year in a “churn” that has long characterized the city. Crises come and go, but New York 

remains a magnet for those seeking opportunities.

In response, it’s not surprising that NYC’s housing stock caters towards this population. 

Roughly 63% of NYC inventory comprises rental apartments, while only 30% is owner 

occupied. In contrast, nationally just under 68% of people own their own home.4 As a city of 

renters, NYC’s population is thus more mobile than elsewhere in the country. 

More than 264,000 people moved to NYC in 2017, according to StreetEasy, with 35%  from  

abroad and 65% from elsewhere in the U.S. Demographically, new arrivals tend  

to be younger, with nearly two-thirds of them between 18–34, 20% 35–59, and less  

than 6% 60+. Meanwhile, the U.S Census Bureau estimated NYC’s population increased  

2.7% (or 223,615) since April 1, 2010 to 8,398,748 as of July 1, 2018. This small growth 

came primarily from the earlier part of the decade as the economy was rebounding 

from the 2008 recession. Starting in 2016, the NYC population began to decline slowly 

each year, a trend that has undoubtedly accelerated due to the COVID pandemic.  

The real question, however, is not whether the city is losing residents, but whether the trend 

is permanent.

1 August 30, 2020 

2 August 11, 2020

3 August 7, 2020

4 https://www.census.gov/housing/hvs/files/currenthvspress.pdf
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New York City, and Manhattan in particular, has shown an amazing ability to reinvent itself 

after previous crises and it would be foolish to think it won’t happen again. In many ways, the 

COVID-19 crisis is a “great accelerator” prompting sweeping changes in business, technology, 
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travel, consumer demands, behavior and lifestyle choices. Some of these changes were 

already underway, and will prove to be long-lasting, like working virtually. But this doesn’t mean 

abandoning the city forever — key companies such as Google, Facebook, Amazon and Disney 

/ ABC are investing in major headquarters in NYC in the coming years, and laying plans for the 

return of their workforces. The sheer scale of this investment, and the concentration of companies 

anchored here, will likely continue to center world-wide talent and demand in and around NYC.

Meanwhile, the COVID lockdowns focused attention on family needs, availability of green 

spaces, and value vs. cost. Many people who were considering leaving NYC in the next  

2–3 years moved up their plans, pushing mindsets towards the suburbs and setting off a 

buying frenzy. NYC suburbs, generally dormant from a real estate market perspective for the 

past few years, are seeing homes selling quickly and prices rising. Indeed, in many cases, the 

first homes to market in the spring of 2020 were those previously on the market last year 

and removed during the winter. There is even talk of a bubble, as inelastic demand comes 

from buyers seeking to satisfy immediate (and shifting) family needs with little concern for 

investment quality or financial prudence.  

At the same time, Manhattan’s real estate market may have already priced in the COVID 

pandemic. Indeed, an arbitrage opportunity today could be to sell the $3M–5M home in 

Westchester or Connecticut for more than it would have brought pre-COVID, and buy the  

$3–$5M apartment in Manhattan that is currently trading at a discount to intrinsic value. 

Arguably, the value of the suburban home is at its peak right now, while Manhattan prices 

have been under five years of pricing pressure. 

Typically, highly illiquid markets like real estate revert to their means more often than liquid 

markets All else equal, Manhattan has been a much more liquid market than suburban real 

estate over the last 20-years, meaning the suburban market liquidity will dry up sooner while 

the Manhattan market will see the headwinds dissipate quickly once the virus recedes from the 

headlines. For the next year or two, we think it’s going to be somewhat binary — what’s good 

for Manhattan real estate will probably be bad news for the suburbs — and as the old contrarian 

investing adage goes, you have to be willing to go against the grain to get the best price. 

One leading indicator suggests both the reported exodus from Manhattan is much less severe 

than reported and COVID has already been factored into prices. The Median Asking Price, 

based on data and insights from Urban Digs, suggests sellers swiftly reduced their asking 

prices in response to the COVID crisis in late March, and held them at 12–15% through late June 

when NYC entered Phase 2. From there, the Median Asking Price has leveled off, indicating 

sellers are not further reducing asking prices. 
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If the exodus from Manhattan was truly as large as the media is suggesting, sellers would 

continue reducing asking prices in order to move properties. They’re not. Instead, we are 

seeing quick adjustments to market interest and holding firm to the 12–15% discount level. 

Indeed, buyers looking for 20–30% discounts are coming away disappointed these days, and 

it’s apparent the time to have secured the largest discount in Manhattan was in the early days 

of the COVID crisis when the fear was greatest (late March and April). At the same time, many 

owners aren’t willing to sell at discounted prices and aren’t in a rush, so there is no selling 

pressure. Taken together, the situation is already forcing bid-ask spreads to narrow, suggesting 

current negotiability for NYC homes is -3.7% and -5.2% respective, for NYC homes under  

and over $1M.

Seller’s are not chasing  

the market down.

Seller’s are remaining 

patient.
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Another indicator of NYC market resiliency is Median Sales Price (please refer to the chart 

on page 3). Median Sales Price has been generally consistent over the last five years despite 

policy-driven headwinds such as loss of the SALT deduction. While sales prices have held 

relatively steady, sellers have slowly reduced asking prices, reflecting increased seller 

realization of market conditions. 

Granted, the current exodus from NYC is largely hidden from sales statistics because it is 

largely fueled by former renters becoming first-time homebuyers in the outer boroughs or 

the suburbs. Recall that about two-thirds of Manhattan’s housing stock is rental, with the 

remainder owner-occupied, which explains why the rental market has been under greater 

pressure. According to Miller Samuel, vacancy rates have crested above 5% for the first time in 

14 years, median prices are at 14-year lows, and concessions are at 14-year highs. Macro trends 

haven’t helped — unemployment has disproportionately skewed towards lower wage earners 

who are more often renters than buyers.

Many major U.S. urban and suburban markets saw incredible price appreciation over the last 

five years supported in part by record low interest rates. Manhattan, meanwhile, languished 

even before COVID due to fiscal, legislative, policy and COVID factors. The day may be near 

that Manhattan begins to look like a value play compared to other markets, particularly if you 

believe that the market will revert to the mean. When that happens, the NYC real estate market 

will roar back to life. New York City is built for the world, but right now it’s a For New York,  

By New York kind of market. New Yorkers, enjoy it while it lasts. n 

— Jared Antin

The exodus is largely being 

fueled by renters leaving  

the city.

We are in a For New York, 
By New York market where 

locals are the driving force  

in the market.

Research Note: Media vs. Reality

October 2020


