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Abstract
Using a nationwide online survey (N = 534), we investigate how individual-level characteristics and past actions are related 
to support of affordable housing at the neighborhood level. Several demographic characteristics, past actions, federal 
government trust, personal exposure, racism (symbolic racism scale), and affect (emotional connotation) are found to be 
significant predictors of support. We provide evidence for racism and affect being mediating factors acting in series to shape 
support of affordable housing. In addition to racism, individuals’ affect can potentially help explain the shift from support of 
hypothetical scenarios to opposition of real affordable housing development proposals and warrants continued study.
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Resumen
Utilizando una encuesta en línea representativa a nivel nacional (N = 534), investigamos cómo las características a nivel individual 
y las acciones pasadas se relacionan con el apoyo a viviendas asequibles a nivel de vecindario. Varios datos demográficos, 
acciones pasadas, confianza en el gobierno federal, exposición personal, racismo y afecto (connotación emocional) fueron 
predictores importantes de apoyo. Mostramos que el racismo y el afecto son factores mediadores que actúan en serie para 
dar forma al apoyo a la vivienda asequible. Además del racismo, el afecto de los individuos puede potencialmente ayudar a 
explicar el cambio del apoyo a escenarios hipotéticos a la oposición a propuestas reales de desarrollo de viviendas asequibles 
y justifica un estudio continuo.
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vivienda asequible, sesgo, vivienda, análisis demográfico, emoción, análisis de mediación, opinión pública, racismo, encuesta, 
Estados Unidos

摘要
本文通过一项具有全国代表性的在线调查（样本 = 534个）, 我们研究了个人层面的特征和过去的行为与邻里层面的
经济适用房支持之间的关系。 一些人口统计数据、过去的行为、联邦政府的信任、个人暴露、种族主义和情感（情感
内涵）是对经济适用房是否持支持态度的重要预测因素。 我们的研究表明, 种族主义和情感是一系列中介因素, 共同
影响对经济适用房的支持态度。 除了种族主义之外, 个人的影响可能有助于解释从支持假设情景到反对真正的经济
适用住房开发提案的转变, 并值得继续研究。
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Introduction

Personal and community well-being is affected by the qual-
ity and accessibility of available housing (e.g., Bratt 2002), 
which has been especially apparent with the current health 
and financial crisis brought on by COVID-19 (e.g., Stacy 
et al. 2019; Toussaint 2020). In particular, there is evidence 
for the positive impacts of affordable housing on well-being 
(see reviews by Carnemolla and Skinner 2021; Mueller and 
Tighe 2007), such as physical health (Pollack, Griffin, and 
Lynch 2010), psychological distress (Fenelon et  al. 2017), 
education (Silva et al. 2017), and diet (Bottino et al. 2019). 
Conversely, there is evidence of the negative impacts of a 
lack of affordable housing on well-being aspects including 
physical (Jenkins Morales and Robert 2022) and mental 
health (Bentley et al. 2022).

These well-being implications make addressing the 
ongoing affordable housing crisis in the United States even 
more crucial. Currently, there is a seven million unit deficit 
for extremely low-income households1 with all of the fifty 
largest metropolitan areas having 50 percent or less of the 
extremely low-income units needed (National Low Income 
Housing Coalition [NLIHC] 2022). A major contributor to 
this deficit has been the underbuilding of all housing types, 
and especially housing types key for renters such as small 
multifamily buildings, for the past two decades (Rosen 
et al. 2021).

There is broad and growing awareness of this crisis by the 
public with 49 percent of Americans reporting that the lack 
of affordable housing in their community is a major prob-
lem2 (Schaeffer 2022). Additionally, a strong majority of 
those polled in public opinion surveys self-report support of 
hypothetical increases to affordable housing stock (American 
Strategies 2017; Hart Research 2019). However, despite this 
high-level awareness and support, proposed affordable hous-
ing developments still face many roadblocks. Local public 
opposition has been identified as one of the main drivers of 
housing unaffordability through blocking proposed develop-
ments and thus limiting the housing supply (Lee, Kemp, and 
Reina 2022). A survey of affordable housing developers in 
New York found that formal and informal negative public 
comments lead to costly construction delays, design rework, 
and denied approvals (Scally and Tighe 2015). Public oppo-
sition also can eventually shape other affordable housing 
roadblocks like zoning (Fischel 2015) that can result in 
reduced rental housing stock (Pendall 2000) and racial 

segregation (Trounstine 2020). In summary, there is not just 
an affordable housing crisis but a public participation crisis 
in the planning process.

Overall, there is a need to understand what individual-
level demographics and characteristics predict affordable 
housing opinions and how conscious and unconscious biases 
could be acting as intermediaries that shape affordable hous-
ing opinions. As these biases could be activated to varied 
degrees in different scenarios, they could help explain the 
shift from support of hypothetical affordable housing to 
opposition of actual affordable housing development propos-
als. We designed an online survey that probed a nationwide, 
broad demographic sample of participants (N = 534) on their 
support, perceptions, and knowledge of affordable housing. 
The survey included measures to capture personal exposure 
to and past actions around affordable housing. To gauge 
potential biases, we included (1) a measure of symbolic rac-
ism, which has been reported to be significant in past work 
on public opinion of affordable housing (e.g., Tighe 2012), 
and (2) a measure of participants’ emotional connotation, 
referred to herein as affect (Barrett and Bliss-Moreau 2009), 
with the term “affordable housing.” We analyze how these 
individual demographic factors and additional characteris-
tics are predictive of support of affordable housing, and we 
investigate potential causal pathways shaping public opinion 
involving symbolic racism and affect. Our findings have the 
ability to inform a more nuanced understanding of public 
participation in affordable housing development, and how it 
may be shaped by a variety of biases, including racism.

Past Research on Public Opinions of 
Housing

For over thirty years, there has been continuous research on 
locally unwanted land uses (LULU) (e.g., Dear 1992; 
Schively 2007) including affordable housing (e.g., Pendall 
1999), often associated with the phrase “not in my backyard” 
and accompanying acronym NIMBY. Previous research sug-
gests the need to go beyond a simplistic, binary understand-
ing of public opposition, such as NIMBYism, and take a 
more granular perspective (e.g., Burningham 2000; 
Mcclymont and O’Hare 2008). As further reviewed below, 
discussions at local planning meetings and ballot measures 
are not always representative of the community at large, and 
many public opinion surveys find that people with assumed 
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demographic labels do not always act consistently. In exam-
ining additional factors beyond demographics, we review 
past literature on the role of racial attitudes and biases in pub-
lic opinion of affordable housing.

Local Planning Meetings, Ballot Measures, and 
Political Participation

The majority of comments made at public planning meet-
ings regarding housing, and especially affordable housing, 
have consistently been oppositional. A study examining 
141 housing development proposals in the San Francisco 
Bay Area found that projects with affordable housing were 
38 percent more likely to receive complaints classified as 
NIMBY (Pendall 1999). A thirty-year longitudinal study of 
development proposals in a suburban county of Virginia 
found that an increase in the community’s racial diversity 
or multifamily housing stock (both of which are often out-
comes of affordable housing) was associated with higher 
opposition to subsequent housing rezoning proposals 
(Whittemore and BenDor 2019a).

Scholars have also observed that the attendees at local 
planning meetings are not representative of the community 
at large (Yoder 2020). One recent study of planning and zon-
ing board meetings in ninety-seven Massachusetts munici-
palities found that the most active community members are 
predominantly white, male homeowners (Einstein, Palmer, 
and Glick 2019). Similarly, a study of planning commission 
meetings in San Francisco found that the majority of partici-
pants are older, white, and financially stable (McNee and 
Pojani 2021). The same type of participants are also seen in 
online meeting formats (Einstein et al. 2022).

Ballot measure voting outcomes have also been used to 
study housing opinions. Einstein, Palmer, and Glick (2019) 
examined town-level voting patterns and found them to be 
more supportive of affordable housing than respective plan-
ning meeting comments. However, given that voting results 
are anonymized and aggregated, it is not possible to identify 
what individual-level factors might be linked to the support 
levels seen in these voting patterns. Additionally, while cap-
turing a wider demographic than planning meetings, the vot-
ing population is still not representative of the broader public. 
Compared with renters, homeowners have higher political 
participation including voting in local elections (Jiang 2018) 
and donating to candidates (Yoder 2020). Furthermore, 
homeowner political participation has been observed to dou-
ble when housing issues like zoning are involved (Hall and 
Yoder 2022). Overall, these studies provide an understanding 
of the disproportionate impact of certain demographics and 
accompanying housing opinions. While not the focus of the 
research presented here, these articles highlight the need for 
continued work on local-level approval processes and, spe-
cifically, how the unrepresentative subset of the population 
that they engage with can create unfair and high barriers for 
new housing.

Public Opinion Surveys

Public opinion surveys with representative samples can be 
used to estimate the general public’s views on housing and 
investigate differences linked to individual-level demo-
graphics. Numerous studies have found that new housing 
opposition (e.g., upzoning or high-density infill to allow for 
greater density) is significantly associated with conservative 
political ideology (Lewis and Baldassare 2010; Manville and 
Monkkonen 2021; O’Grady 2020; Whittemore and BenDor 
2019b). The same trend was also observed for affordable 
housing (Tighe 2012). Findings around liberal political ide-
ology are less consistent. A survey of California residents 
found that, while liberal political ideology had a significant 
association with support of affordable housing, it also was 
linked to a neutral stance on new housing in general and even 
opposition when involving environmental deregulation 
(Manville 2021). Kahn (2011) found that if their liberal pop-
ulation share had increased, California cities issued fewer 
new housing permits.

Another demographic factor found to influence housing 
opinions is homeownership. Multiple studies have found that 
homeowners oppose proposed new housing more than rent-
ers (Manville and Monkkonen 2021). Furthermore, Marble 
and Nall (2021) conclude that homeownership might be 
more influential than political ideology for many individuals 
when forming opinions around housing issues. Additionally, 
in expensive cities, renters behave more like homeowners 
and oppose proposed new housing in close proximity. 
However, these renters still support new housing when 
affordable housing is explicitly mentioned (Hankinson 
2018). Similarly, Matheis and Sorens (2022) report that rent-
ers, but not homeowners, in New Hampshire were more 
likely to prefer a development if it included some low-
income units compared with no low-income units. While 
Tighe (2012) did not find any significant relationship 
between homeownership and opposition to affordable hous-
ing, the study did report that individuals who reported living 
in a suburban environment or a neighborhood with only sin-
gle-family homes had a trend of higher opposition.

Affordable Housing’s Racial and Emotional 
Associations

Affordable housing’s racial associations can be explicit. For 
example, Nguyen, Basolo, and Tiwari (2013) reviewed a 
ten-year period (November 1996 through December 2006) 
of California newspapers for articles opposing affordable 
housing and found that 40 percent of the articles directly 
discussed the tenants’ race or ethnicity. Racial associations 
may also be implicit. Many scholars have posited that the 
often used argument that affordable housing is unattractive 
or poorly maintained (Belden, Shashaty, and Zipperer 2004; 
Tighe 2010) has developed as a more socially acceptable 
way to voice fears rooted in racism (Clingermayer 2004; 
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Dear 1992; Nguyen, Basolo, and Tiwari 2013). In addition, 
related terms such as “public housing” and “section 8” have 
been subverted to racial slurs (e.g., Badger 2015).

Four studies have explicitly tried to understand the role of 
racial attitudes and biases in the public’s opinions. Using 
over thirty years of data from the National Opinion Research 
Center (NORC’s) General Social Survey (GSS), Manville 
(2012) showed that an individual’s attitudes on race pre-
dicted their attitudes on urban issues providing support that 
people associate cities with black Americans. Pearson-
Merkowitz and Lang (2020) leveraged an exit poll of 1,535 
Rhode Island voters to examine differences in support for 
two state-level bond referendums for smart growth (one 
funding environmental preservation and the other funding 
affordable housing). They found that, compared with indi-
viduals who voted for both bonds, individuals more likely to 
vote for neither bond or only the environmental preservation 
bond viewed the poor and minorities as undeserving. Tighe 
(2012) found that racism, classism, and trust in the govern-
ment had significant relationships with her proposed NIMBY 
Index, which was designed to indicate affordable housing 
acceptance. Finally, Motley and Perry (2013) found that an 
individual’s diversity-seeking tendencies3 and prior knowl-
edge of affordable housing were both related to their atti-
tudes toward public housing residents.

While recent work has illustrated the importance of 
acknowledging and engaging with the public’s emotional 
responses to planning (e.g., Sandberg and Rönnblom 2016; 
Skrede and Andersen 2022), to the best of the authors’ 
knowledge, no studies have directly examined affordable 
housing’s emotional connotations and the resulting potential 
impacts. There are two related past findings to note. First, 
when developing a public opinion survey, the National 
Association of Realtors pre-tested the term “affordable hous-
ing” and found the results so overwhelmingly negative that 
they switched to the phrase “housing that is affordable” 
because they observed it had less stigmas (Koebel, Lang, and 
Danielsen 2004). Second, in a between-subjects survey (N = 
1,447), when presented with an identical definition, 55 per-
cent of respondents supported or strongly supported the term 
“lifecycle housing” while 43 percent supported or strongly 
supported the term “affordable housing” (Goetz 2008). This 
observed drop in support highlights the importance of the 
public’s connotations with specific terms related to afford-
able housing.

In summary, much of the recent public opinion research 
has focused on related but broader housing topics such as 
densification (e.g., Manville and Monkkonen 2021; Marble 
and Nall 2021; Whittemore and BenDor 2019b). Within the 
studies that had a specific focus on affordable housing, there 
was a majority of limited geographic (city- or state-wide) 
scope samples (Goetz 2008; Manville 2021; Matheis and 
Sorens 2022; Pearson-Merkowitz and Lang 2020) and one 
smaller (N = 285) nationwide sample (Tighe 2012). Two of 
these studies examined the role of racism in predicting 

support (Pearson-Merkowitz and Lang 2020; Tighe 2012) 
and there is no known comparable research looking at affect 
as a predictor. Tighe (2012) called for future work to look 
further into the indirect and direct effects on affordable hous-
ing support and this research helps to fill this gap by conduct-
ing mediation analysis with structural equation modeling 
(SEM).

Research Design and Methods

To understand current public opinions around affordable 
housing, we designed and deployed an online survey 
nationwide to probe participant support, perceptions, and 
knowledge of affordable housing. The survey included 
both quantitative and qualitative measures, and this paper 
reports on the design of and findings from the quantitative 
measures.

Data Collection and Participants

We used the online survey platform Qualtrics to collect par-
ticipants’ responses to all questions. We also used the online 
participant recruitment platform Prolific to collect a partici-
pant sample that was representative of the U.S. population 
based on the demographics of gender, race, and age. Our sur-
vey collected data from May 4 to 20, 2021 with 540 partici-
pants. In total, we excluded six participants resulting in a 
removal rate of ~1 percent and a final sample size of 534. 
Further technical details on the data collection process and 
data quality checks are provided in Supplemental Technical 
Appendix A.

Table 1 summarizes the demographic information for our 
survey participants. As stated previously, the sample was 
constructed to be representative of the U.S. population based 
on the three demographic variables of gender, race, and age. 
While not controlled for in data collection, the household 
income and geographic distribution of participants aligned 
with the national population as well. Specifically, the 2021 
national median household income was $70,784 (Semega 
and Kollar 2022) and the median household income reported 
by participants was $50,000 to $75,000. When asked to 
describe the location of their primary residence, 18.9 percent 
of participants selected rural while 80.5 percent selected 
urban or suburban. Similarly, the 2020 Census classified 80 
percent of the U.S. population as living in urban areas and 20 
percent as living in rural areas (U.S. Census Bureau 2022). 
Finally, Supplemental Figure A1 shows the state-level geo-
graphic distribution of participants. The four states with the 
most number of participants (in decreasing order: California, 
Florida, New York, and Texas) are the same four states with 
the largest share of the U.S. population (in decreasing order: 
California, Texas, Florida, and New York).

The demographic variables of education, children, vot-
ing, political affiliation, and ideology differ from the U.S. 
population at large. Compared with the total population, our 
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Table 1.  Survey Participants’ Demographic Characteristics.

Variable Attribute Number Percent

Gendera Female 265 49.6
Male 258 48.3
Othera 8 1.5
Prefer not to say 3 0.6

Race Asian 31 5.8
Black 72 13.5
Hispanic 13 2.4
Middle Eastern 2 0.4
Native American 2 0.4
White 375 70.2
Other 3 0.6
2+ races 31 5.8
Prefer not to say 5 0.9

Age 18–24 47 8.8
25–34 99 18.5
35–44 103 19.3
45–54 85 15.9
55–64 104 19.5
65 or older 92 17.2
Prefer not to say 4 0.7
Mean (Std. Dev.) 47.1 (16.1) —
Range 20–82 —

Education Less than a bachelor’s degree 203 38.0
Bachelor’s degree or higher 328 61.4
Prefer not to say 3 0.6

Household income $50,000 or less 224 41.9
$50,001-$100,000 168 31.5
$100,001 to $150,000 79 14.8
Greater than $150,000 50 9.4
Prefer not to say 13 2.4

Children 0 377 70.6
1 68 12.7
2 58 10.9
3+ 24 4.5
Prefer not to say 7 1.3

Neighborhood Rural 101 18.9
Suburban 281 52.6
Urban 149 27.9
Prefer not to say 3 0.6

Housing payment Free 59 11.0
Rent 161 30.1
Own/mortgage 299 56.0
Other 3 0.6
Prefer not to say 12 2.2

Housing type Single-family house or townhouse 373 69.9
Multi-family house 14 2.6
Apartment or condo 110 20.6
Mobile home or trailer 17 3.2
Other 6 1.1
Prefer not to say 14 2.6

(continued)
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sample was more educated, democratic, and liberal with a 
higher proportion of voters and childless individuals. 
Affordable housing deficits are often largest in urban areas 
with populations that lean more educated, democratic, and 
liberal than surrounding suburban and rural areas (Kaufman 
2021; Parker et al. 2018), making understanding this subset 
of the population’s attitudes important. Additionally, recent 
findings show the views of liberal individuals on housing to 
be variable depending on other demographic characteristics 
or situational context (Marble and Nall 2021), and thus this 
research may contribute to a greater understanding around 
what is causing this inconsistent behavior. Overall, our sur-
vey captures a wide range of participants across various 
demographics, but given the sample size and differences 
from the national population in certain demographic vari-
ables, the overall support and past action descriptive findings 
should not be extrapolated to the entire U.S. population.

Measures and Variables

Our survey asked participants about their support, percep-
tions, and knowledge of affordable housing with no specific 
definition of affordable housing provided because we wanted 
their responses to best match how they might respond when 
presented with the term outside of a survey setting and only 
have their own existing construct of the topic. We selected 

the measures used for support of affordable housing (Goetz 
2008; Tighe 2012), trust (Gallup Poll, Pew Research, GSS), 
and racism (Modified Symbolic Racism 2000 Scale from 
Henry and Sears 2002) from past research and created the 
measures for personal exposure, affect, and past actions. 
Table A1 summarizes the questions and accompanying 
answer choices used to operationalize these concepts.

Analyses

Our dependent variable of interest is support of proposed 
affordable housing at the neighborhood level (see section 
“Affordable Housing Support” for a comparison of support 
at state, city/town, and neighborhood levels). The indepen-
dent variables we considered are participants’ demographic 
characteristics, trust, personal exposure, symbolic racism, 
affect, and past actions. We checked all the independent vari-
ables for their correlation with each other and the dependent 
variable of support. The one correlation that crossed the con-
servative multicollinearity threshold of 0.7 was between 
state and local trust levels. To address this, we created a com-
posite “state and local government” trust variable by averag-
ing the two original measures. We also created two categorical 
demographic variables: region (baseline: West) and income 
(baseline: less than $50,000). Finally, we created the follow-
ing binary demographic variables: male, white, bachelor’s 

Variable Attribute Number Percent

Residency Less than 1 year 39 7.3
1 to 4 years 132 24.7
5 to 10 years 104 19.5
Greater than 10 years 252 47.2
Prefer not to say 7 1.3

Geographic region West 111 20.8
Midwest 105 19.7
Northeast 96 18.0
South 221 41.4
Prefer not to say 1 0.2

Voted in most recent 
election

No 61 11.4
Not eligible 1 0.2
Yes 464 86.9
Prefer not to say 8 1.5

Political affiliation Democrat 273 51.1
Independent 125 23.4
Republican 108 20.2
Other 20 3.7
Prefer Not to Say 8 1.5

Ideology Liberal 283 53.0
Moderate 122 22.8
Conservative 123 23.0
Prefer Not to Say 6 1.1

Number of participants after exclusions (excluded) 534 (6) —

aNon-binary, non-conforming, Demigirl (provided by participants).

Table 1.  (continued)
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degree or above, high income (greater than $150,000 
income), children (one or more children), suburban, home 
owner, single-family home, long-term resident (greater than 
ten years), and Republican. We conducted all analyses using 
the software R.

Multiple linear regressions.  We ran multiple linear regressions 
to check for significant associations between the various 
independent predictor variables and the dependent outcome 
variable of interest neighborhood-level support of affordable 
housing. We then used a hierarchical regression framework 
for model comparison, which uses analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) to compare between models, to determine if the 
addition of the independent variables racism and affect sig-
nificantly improved the performance of the linear regression 
model. For all the analyses, we checked that the normality, 
linearity, and homoscedasticity assumptions were met (Sup-
plemental Technical Appendix C). We detected outliers 
through Mahalanobis Distance, Cook’s Distance, and lever-
age. We designated any observation that failed two or more 
of these criteria as an outlier. Tables 2 to 4 present the results 
with the outliers removed and, unless noted, the significant 
findings with the outliers included match (Table B2).

Mediation analysis.  We conducted mediation analyses 
(MacKinnon, Fairchild, and Fritz 2007) to understand if rac-
ism and affect were operating as intermediate variables 
(mediators) in the causal pathway between the independent 
variables of demographics, trust, and personal exposure and 
the dependent variable of neighborhood-level support of 
affordable housing. We implemented our analyses through 
SEM using the R package “lavaan.” Our mediations included 
covariate controls throughout the causal path. We estimated 
the standard error and confidence intervals using bootstrap-
ping with 5,000 draws.

Results and Discussion

Affordable Housing Support

As seen in Figure 1, our online survey found that the major-
ity of participants supported proposed affordable housing at 
the state, city/town, and neighborhood level, which aligns 
with findings from past phone (Tighe 2012) and paper (Goetz 
2008) surveys. The most selected response was the extreme 
choice of “Strongly support” for all three geographic levels. 
These responses highlight the impact of proximity even in a 

Table 2.  Multiple Linear Regression Results Based on Demographic, Trust, and Personal Exposure Independent Variables for the 
Dependent Variable of Affordable Housing Support at the Neighborhood Level.

B SE β t p

Intercept 6.33 0.46 — 13.87 <.001***
Male 0.10 0.15 .024 0.63 .53
White –0.19 0.18 –.044 –1.10 .27
Age < 0.001 0.0058 < .001 0.002 1.00
Bachelor’s degree or above –0.32 0.17 –.080 –1.91 .057†

Income $50,001 to $100,000 –0.28 0.19 –.066 –1.46 .15
Income $100,001 to $150,000 –0.26 0.27 –.048 –0.99 .33
Income >$150,000 –1.03 0.29 –.16 –3.58 < .001***
Children 0.17 0.19 .039 0.93 .36
Suburban –0.31 0.16 –.078 –1.95 .051†

Home owner –0.29 0.20 –.073 –1.50 .14
Single-family home –0.32 0.20 –.074 –1.64 .10
Long-term resident 0.29 0.16 .073 1.77 .077†

Midwest region 0.13 0.24 .027 0.55 .59
Northeast region 0.19 0.25 .036 0.74 .46
South region –0.22 0.20 –.056 –1.09 .27
Republican –0.096 0.25 –.01970 –0.38 .70
Ideology –0.64 0.088 –.38 –7.26 < .001***
Federal government trust 0.19 0.085 .11 2.23 .026*
State and local government trust 0.11 0.10 .060 1.15 .25
Trust in people 0.061 0.066 .038 0.93 .35
Personal exposure 0.45 0.157 .114 2.90 .0039**
  df = 21, 476
  R² = .32
  Adj. R² = .29
  F = 10.44
  p ≤ .001***

†p ≤ .10. *p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001.
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hypothetical scenario, with opposition more than doubling 
from 11 percent at the city/town level to 24 percent at the 
neighborhood level.

For our subsequent analyses, we focus on the dependent 
variable of the support at the neighborhood level as it has the 
lowest overall support and is the equivalent geographic scale 
of the local community opposition that affordable housing 
projects often face (Nguyen, Basolo, and Tiwari 2013; Scally 
and Tighe 2015). For the independent variables, we start with 
considering demographics, trust, and personal exposure. We 
then incorporate variables capturing the constructs of sym-
bolic racism and affect. These two construct variables are 
also tested as mediators as they have the potential to act as an 
intermediary along the casual path between each indepen-
dent variable and the dependent variable of support. Finally, 
we examine if an individual’s recalled past actions have any 
ability to predict their stated current levels of support, to 
begin to probe what might ultimately shape future and espe-
cially pro-affordable housing action.

Demographics, Trust, and Personal Exposure

Table 2 shows the results of a multiple linear regression 
model with the independent variables of demographics, trust 
levels (Supplemental Figures B1 and B2), and personal 

exposure (Table B1) and the dependent variable of support of 
affordable housing at the neighborhood level. Thirty-six par-
ticipants were removed as they did not provide their full 
demographic information and no outliers were identified 
giving a final sample size of 498. The overall multiple linear 
regression is significant with an adjusted R2 of .28, indicating 
that the independent variables are able to predict over one-
fourth of the variance in the outcome variable of affordable 
housing support.

The variables related to lower support were: bachelor’s 
degree or above, household income greater than $150,000, 
suburban neighborhood, and ideology (increasing from lib-
eral to conservative). The variables related to higher support 
were: long-term residency (greater than ten years), federal 
government trust, and personal exposure. As seen in the stan-
dardized coefficients (β), a shift in ideology is related to the 
largest change in support with the next closest variable, 
household income greater than $150,000, having less than 
half the coefficient value.

Our findings for ideology, government trust, and subur-
ban context confirm prior findings by Tighe (2012). Our 
finding on individuals with household high incomes being 
less likely to support affordable housing at the neighborhood 
level is also aligned with relevant recent studies that focused 
on housing affordability more broadly (Ortiz and Johannes 

Table 3.  Hierarchical Regression Framework Results for Three Additive Models: Condensed Demographics + Federal Government 
Trust + Personal Exposure (Model 1), Model 1 + Symbolic Racism (Model 2), and Model 2 + Affect (Model 3).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

  B SE p B SE p B SE p

Intercept 6.59 0.35 < .001*** 7.04 0.34 < .001*** 3.89 0.35 < .001***
White –0.16 0.17 .36 –0.020 0.16 .90 –0.027 0.14 .84
Bachelor’s degree or above –0.26 0.17 .11 –0.27 0.16 .09† –0.24 0.13 .065†

$50,001 to $100,000 –0.26 0.18 .16 –0.24 0.18 .18 0.0060 0.15 .97
$100,001 to $150,000 –0.15 0.24 .54 –0.11 0.23 .65 –0.063 0.19 .74
>$150,000 –0.98 0.28 < .001*** –1.00 0.27 < .001*** –0.61 0.22 .0058**
Suburban –0.28 0.16 .074† –0.30 0.15 .045* –0.059 0.12 .63
Home owner –0.31 0.18 .082† –0.31 0.17 .072† –0.14 0.14 .32
Single-family home –0.30 0.19 .12 –0.34 0.18 .062† –0.41 0.15 .0072**
Long-term resident 0.31 0.15 .04* 0.26 0.15 .082† 0.20 0.12 .11
Ideology –0.64 0.064 < .001*** –0.25 0.084 .003** –0.21 0.069 .0026**
Federal government trust 0.27 0.065 < .001*** 0.22 0.063 < .001*** 0.064 0.053 .230
Personal exposure 0.43 0.15 .0054** 0.35 0.15 .017* 0.30 0.12 .015*
Symbolic racism –0.44 0.064 < .001*** –0.32 0.054 < .001***
Affect 0.61 0.040 < .001***
  df = 12, 493 df = 13, 492 df = 14, 491
  R² = .30 R² = .36 R² = .56
  Adj. R² = .28 Adj. R² = .34 Adj. R² = .55
  F = 17.30 ΔAdj. R² = .06 ΔAdj. R² = .21
  p ≤ .001*** ΔF = 47.65 ΔF = 226.26
  Δp ≤ .001*** Δp = < .001***

†p ≤ .10. *p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001.
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2018) and as one part of smart growth (Pearson-Merkowitz 
and Lang 2020). Additionally, our finding of individuals 
with personal exposure to affordable housing having higher 
support aligns with Motley and Perry’s (2013) finding around 
prior knowledge of affordable housing predicting accompa-
nying attitudes.

Other findings were more unexpected and novel. The 
strong trend we observed of bachelor’s degree or above 
being associated with lower support of proposed affordable 
housing has not been directly reported in prior research, but 
Pearson-Merkowitz and Lang (2020) did find that similar 
levels of education resulted in a higher likelihood of voting 
for just a bond supporting land preservation rather than vot-
ing for both the land preservation bond and an affordable 
housing bond. Finally, the strong trend of long-term resi-
dency being associated with higher support of affordable 
housing has not been reported in prior research.

Symbolic Racism and Affect

Two constructs that we test for being predictive of individu-
als’ attitudes toward affordable housing are racism (as cap-
tured through the symbolic racism scale, see Supplemental 
Figures B3 and B4), and affect associated with the concept of 
affordable housing (as captured through their emotional con-
notation with the term “affordable housing,” see Supplemental 
Figures B5 and B6). Past research has found a strong 

predictive link between affordable housing opposition and 
racism (Tighe 2012) and we wanted to observe whether or 
not this same relationship holds a decade later. We also 
wanted to look at affect’s relationship with affordable hous-
ing support as there have been calls for researchers and plan-
ners to more directly acknowledge and address the public’s 
emotional reactions to planning proposals and designs (e.g., 
Sandberg and Rönnblom 2016; Skrede and Andersen 2022).

We are further interested in investigating the mental pro-
cess our survey participants would go through when asked to 
explicitly select their support (or opposition) to proposed 
affordable housing. In particular, the racism and affect vari-
ables capture two potentially biased perspectives that might 
be framing these attitudes toward affordable housing and are 
accordingly tested as mediators. We posited that the casual 
path runs from broad to specific as well as unconscious to 
conscious. We deemed racism the most broad and uncon-
scious concept as symbolic racism is a “single logically and 
psychologically consistent belief system” (Tarman and Sears 
2005), which results in a biased frame of reference that 
shapes opinions about topics beyond explicitly race (Winter 
2008). Affect would then be the second mediator following 
symbolic racism as it would be triggered upon reading the 
term affordable housing prior to consciously deciding one’s 
opinions on it. Based upon a review of thirty-five years of 
psychology research on emotions and decision-making, 
Lerner et al. (2015) conclude that “that emotions constitute 

Figure 1.  Participants’ self-reported support for hypothetical proposed affordable housing at the state, city/town, and neighborhood 
levels. While a majority of participants report supporting affordable housing at all three geographic levels, there is a drop in support and 
accompanying increase in opposition with increased proximity, especially from the city/town level to the neighborhood level.
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potent, pervasive, predictable, sometimes harmful and some-
times beneficial drivers of decision making. Across different 
domains, important regularities appear in the mechanisms 
through which emotions influence judgments and choices.” 
Similar conclusions were previously reached by Clore and 
Huntsinger (2007) and Izard (2009). Additionally, Rocklage 
and Luttrell (2021) found that emotion-evoking persuasive 
messages result in more stable, lasting attitudes, which they 
state supports the casual path from emotions to attitudes.

Prediction.  A hierarchical regression framework approach 
was used to investigate if including the two additional vari-
ables of racism and affect resulted in a more accurate model 
in predicting the variance in the outcome variable of afford-
able housing support at the neighborhood level. In total, 
three regression models were run with one additional vari-
able being added with each subsequent model (Table 3). 
Twenty-eight participants were removed as they did not pro-
vide the necessary demographic information and no outliers 
were identified giving a final sample size of 506.

Model 1 was a reduced version of the model presented in 
Table 2. Model 2 then adds the variable of symbolic racism, 
and Model 3 adds the variable of affect. Compared with the 
larger model with demographics, trust, and personal expo-
sure (Table 2), Model 1’s ability to predict affordable hous-
ing support is comparable (.01 decrease in the adjusted R2, 
50 percent increase in the F value). Overall, the ANOVA 
results (ΔAdj. R², ΔF, and Δp in Table 3) show that the inclu-
sion of both the variables of symbolic racism and affect leads 
to a statistically significant increase in prediction perfor-
mance by the model.

The negative regression coefficient for symbolic racism 
indicates that there was a significant decrease in support of 
affordable housing as the symbolic racism score increased 
(higher score = greater racism). Tighe (2012) similarly 
found that racism was a highly significant predictor for par-
ticipants’ affordable housing attitudes. Conversely, the posi-
tive regression coefficient for affect reflects that there was a 
significant increase in support of affordable housing as affect 
increased (shifted from negative to positive emotional con-
notation), which is aligned with the drop in support between 
the term’s lifecycle housing and affordable housing reported 
by Goetz (2008).

Mediation.  The multiple linear regression models (Tables 2 
and 3) assumed that there were only direct relationships 
between all the independent variables and the dependent 
variable of support. However, we wanted to further test for 
potential indirect relationships between support and the 
independent variables associated with participants (demo-
graphics, trust, and personal exposure) through the hypoth-
esized mediators of symbolic racism and affect. While the 
regression results allow us to predict affordable housing 
support, these mediation results provide insight into poten-
tial causal pathways, which can help inform strategies for 

both reducing resistance to and increasing support for 
affordable housing.

As seen in Table 3, the introduction of symbolic racism 
and affect in regression Models 2 and 3 reduced or made non-
significant the coefficients for the five variables: household 
income greater than $150,000, suburban, ideology, federal 
government trust, and personal exposure. The reduction of 
these independent variables’ significance supports the idea 
that symbolic racism and affect are acting as mediators. The 
tested causal pathway included serial mediation from the 
broader concept of racism to the narrower concept of the 
affect of the term “affordable housing.” All the independent 
variables that were found to be significant in Models 1 to 3 
were tested for mediation by symbolic racism and affect.

For all the mediation figures (Figures 2–4), the “c” and 
“e” paths have the same highly significant coefficient values 
as these capture the direct effects of the mediators on sup-
port. The “b” path between the mediators themselves is also 
always significant indicating an indirect effect of symbolic 
racism through affect in addition to its direct effect (“e” 
path). The signs of all these significant path coefficients are 
as expected. The rest of the mediation findings are grouped 
into the three potential types of mediation: no mediation, 
partial mediation, and full mediation.

Variables undergoing no mediation.  The independent vari-
ables of bachelor’s degree or above, single-family home, and 
long-term resident were checked for meditation even though 
their relationship with support was not greatly altered by the 
addition of symbolic racism and affect in the regressions. As 
expected, no mediation was found. Additionally, personal 
exposure was checked as it did have a reduced coefficient 
and significance with the addition of the potential mediators. 
As seen in Figure 2, no significant mediation was found. 
However, looking at the results for the “ae” path, there is a 
strong trend of personal exposure reducing symbolic racism 
and a resulting indirect effect of increasing support. While 
these independent variables are not being mediated by sym-
bolic racism or affect, there is still the possibility of them 
being mediated by another intermediate variable that we are 
not considering in this research.

Variables undergoing partial mediation.  The independent 
variables of high income and ideology were found to be par-
tially mediated (Figure 3), meaning that both variables have 
a significant direct path to the outcome of affordable hous-
ing support in addition to a significant indirect path through 
the mediators. High income has a significant indirect effect 
through affect (“dc” path) with high income being associated 
with a more negative affect and consequently a lower sup-
port. Ideology has a significant indirect effect through sym-
bolic racism (“ae” path) and through symbolic racism and 
affect in series (“abc” path). As ideology goes from liberal to 
conservative (increases), so does symbolic racism resulting 
in a positive coefficient for the “a” path.
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Variables undergoing full mediation.  The independent vari-
ables of suburban and federal government trust were found 
to be fully mediated, which means they only have signifi-
cant indirect effects on support for affordable housing at the 
neighborhood level (Figure 4). Suburban is fully mediated 
through affect (“dc” path), which indicates that individuals 
who identify with living in a suburban setting have a more 
negative emotional connotation (negative “d” path coeffi-
cient) with the topic, resulting in less support for the pro-
posed affordable housing. Federal government trust is fully 
mediated through symbolic racism (“ae” path), affect (“dc” 
path), and symbolic racism and affect in series (“abc” path). 
Overall, as federal government trust increases, symbolic 
racism decreases (negative “a” path coefficient) and affect 
becomes more positive (positive “d” path coefficient).

Overall, racism and affect partially or fully mediated half 
of the individual-level variables tested. This highlights the 
central role of biases accompanying racism and affect in 
shaping affordable housing opinions even in hypothetical 
scenarios. While our affect measure does not directly men-
tion race, it could be reflecting some portion of the implicit 
racial biases associated with affordable housing. In their 
“Challenging Race as Risk: Implicit Bias in Housing” report, 
Olinger, Capatosto, and McKay (2017) explain that uncon-
scious implicit racial biases, which are shaped by things like 
structural racism, govern “real-world behavior” more than 
self-reported beliefs. Therefore, if implicit racial biases are 
contributing to affect, the impact of affect would be exacer-
bated in real settings. Further research is needed to confirm if 
implicit racial biases and any other biases are associated with 
affect. Overall, mediation is a tool to start investigating 

scoped causal paths accepting that the human thought pro-
cess is incredibly complex (Agler and De Boeck 2017).

Exploratory Analysis of Reported Past Actions

In this section, we share participants’ reported past actions 
(and inaction) in support and opposition of affordable hous-
ing. Through an exploratory analysis, we then seek to observe 
how these actions may be linked with opinions around 
affordable housing because the, often oppositional, actions 
taken in communities by a non-representative subset of the 
population greatly shape the affordable housing landscape 
(e.g., Einstein, Palmer, and Glick 2019).

Overall, 47 percent of participants reported taking none of 
the twelve different possible actions in support or opposition 
of affordable housing in their community (Figure 5). The 
most reported action overall was “Discussed issue with 
another person,” which 45 percent (37% in support and 8% 
in opposition) of participants reported. The other top five 
actions for or against affordable housing that participants 
reported having taken were: “Voted on a relevant issue,” 
“Signed a petition,” “Posted on an online platform,” and 
“Attended an event or meeting.” For the other remaining past 
actions, 10 percent or less of participants combined reported 
having taken that action either for or against affordable hous-
ing. These less reported past actions included three of the 
actions most influential in shaping the current affordable 
housing landscape: contacted elected officials, attended a 
public hearing, and spoke at a public hearing. Having spoken 
at a public hearing was also the past action with the lowest 
ratio of participants reporting the action in support (2%) 

Figure 2.  No mediation of the variable of personal exposure through symbolic racism (SR) and affect.
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versus opposition (1%). Contrastingly, there was a much 
higher ratio of individuals who reported contacting an elected 
official and attending a public hearing in support (both 7%) 
versus opposition (both 1%).

We analyzed the top five past actions from Figure 5 in a 
multiple linear regression model to test their relationship 
with participant’s stated support of affordable housing at 
the neighborhood level (Table 4). We input each support 
and opposition action as a binary indicator variable with a 
baseline of no action taken. We removed fifteen outliers 
resulting in a final sample size of 519. The significance and 
sign of these findings hold when these outliers are included 
(Table B2).

The past actions model is overall significant with an 
adjusted R2 of .23. Both discussion variables ended up being 
significant with discussion in opposition lowering stated 
support and discussion in support increasing stated support 
as would be expected. Participants who reported voting in 
opposition also had a significantly lower stated support than 
those who reported not voting at all and participants who 
reported posting online in support of affordable housing had 
a significantly higher stated support than those who reported 
not posting at all. The respective contrasting actions, voting 
in support and posting in opposition of affordable housing, 
were not significant compared with the baseline of inaction. 
Given that this model is only composed of binary indicator 

Figure 3.  Partial mediation of the variables of (a) high income and (b) ideology through symbolic racism (SR) and affect.
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Table 4.  Multiple Linear Regression Results for the Independent Variables of the Top Five Past Actions and the Dependent Variable of 
Affordable Housing Support at the Neighborhood Level.

B SE β t p

Intercept 4.85 0.10 — 48.12 <.001***
Discussed in opposition –1.73 0.35 –.22 –4.93 <.001***
Discussed in support 0.88 0.19 .22 4.56 <.001***
Voted in opposition –1.85 0.72 –.132 –2.56 .011*
Voted in support 0.21 0.22 .046 0.95 .34
Signed petition in opposition –0.91 1.34 –.041 –0.68 .50
Signed petition in support 0.0017 0.27 <.001 0.0070 .99
Posted online in opposition –0.23 1.10 –.0090 –0.21 .84
Posted online in support 0.59 0.27 .11 2.19 .03*
Attended event in opposition 0.89 1.33 .040 0.67 .50
Attended event in support 0.23 0.29 .035 0.78 .43
  df = 10, 508
  R² = .25
  Adj. R² = .23
  F = 16.56
  p ≤.001***

†p ≤ .10. *p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001.

variables that can only take the values 0 and 1, we can 
directly compare their unstandardized coefficients B. The 
largest magnitude regression coefficient was for having 
voted in opposition followed closely by having discussed in 
opposition. The regression coefficients for the two remaining 
significant actions, both actions taken in support, are less 
than half in magnitude. These descriptive summaries and 
analyses of past actions highlight the need for future research 
around what might motivate individuals to take voluntary 
present or future actions, especially positive actions, around 
affordable housing.

Conclusion

The objectives of our research were to (1) identify the fac-
tors that predict support of affordable housing at the neigh-
borhood level and (2) understand how the concepts of 
racism and affect are operating as intermediaries to afford-
able housing support. We compared our significant predic-
tion variables with those from a research survey with data 
collected over ten years prior (2009 dissertation research 
survey in Tighe 2012) to identify factors that hold over time 
or are new to emerge through our 2021 data. We also 
explored how past actions around affordable housing 
related to stated opinions of support.

As expected, support for affordable housing decreased as 
proposed geographic proximity increased (i.e., affordable 
housing proposed in city/town versus in neighborhood). 
Through multiple linear regressions, we determined the indi-
vidual-level variables of high income, education (bachelor’s 
degree or higher), suburban neighborhood, single-family 
home, conservative ideology, and racism predict lower 

support of affordable housing at the neighborhood level. 
Conversely, the variables of long-term residency, federal 
government trust, personal exposure, and affect predict 
higher support at the neighborhood level. Through SEM, we 
provided support that racism and affect were acting as serial 
mediators for support of affordable housing at the neighbor-
hood level. Regarding past actions, discussing and voting in 
opposition to affordable housing were negatively associated 
with support while the actions of discussing and posting 
online in support of affordable housing were positively asso-
ciated with support.

We have identified three limitations that can be addressed 
in future research. First, our survey participant sample, while 
large and diverse, only included individuals who were fluent 
in English and had access to the Internet. To capture other 
important community viewpoints, follow-up surveys should 
be translated into multiple languages and available in online, 
telephone, and paper versions. Second, our participant sam-
ple was nationwide, which means some of the nuances that 
are crucial to understanding state- or local-level issues facing 
affordable housing might not be salient. Additional research 
should focus on participant samples from a singular state or 
metropolitan area to capture what components might be 
related to variations in opinions on these smaller geographic 
scales. Finally, the data presented in this paper were gener-
ated from self-report, closed-ended questions, which may 
have been skewed by social desirability bias. As mentioned 
in section “Measures and Variables,” our survey also col-
lected semi-structured text data generated from multiple 
free-response questions, which can be used to further explore 
social desirability bias. An additional area of future work 
would be to build conclusive evidence for causality in our 
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finding that the serial mediators of symbolic racism and 
affect are significantly linked to support of affordable hous-
ing. Additional research could include experimental studies 
that directly manipulate the proposed mediators to explicitly 
probe this causality.

Overall, our research is a start in understanding how rac-
ism and affect, which may be partially due to implicit racial 
bias, are involved in the shift from support of hypothetical 
scenarios of proposed affordable housing locations to oppo-
sition of real affordable housing development proposals. 
Given the known negative well-being impacts and magni-
tude of the ongoing affordable housing crisis, solutions 

should target both the process (e.g., Einstein, Palmer, and 
Glick 2019) and public attitudes (this research) aspects of 
barriers to new affordable housing. Current and future 
research could investigate the motivations of individuals, 
and particularly how voluntary public participation can lead 
to more positive actions and support for affordable housing. 
While there might not be significant changes to the approval 
process in the immediate future and shifting racism and 
affect is a similarly difficult undertaking, these efforts can 
allow for targeted and effective incremental progress.

From the process side, planners can also leverage technol-
ogy to allow for remote, asynchronous, and non-verbal forms 

Figure 4.  Full mediation of the variables of (a) suburban and (b) federal trust through symbolic racism (SR) and affect.
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of participation (e.g., J. Mueller et  al. 2018; Wensaas, 
Pettersen, and Smørdal 2020) to engage a larger and more 
representative subset of the community. Additionally, delib-
erative polling (Fishkin 2011), which measures a random rep-
resentative sample’s views on a contentious or poorly 
understood issue before and after engaging in an intervention 
aimed at increasing understanding on the topic, could provide 
supplemental data to better approximate the broader public’s 
opinion. From the attitudes side, strategies to reduce afford-
able housing opposition, and relatedly increase affordable 
housing support, in communities should include targeting the 
casual path mediating factors of racism and affect. As part of 
addressing the legacy of racial disadvantages and advantages 
in planning (Goetz, Williams, and Damiano 2020), planners 
and scholars can engage in direct conversations with the pub-
lic about the cyclical relationship between the built environ-
ment and racism, both salient and hidden. Taking it further, 
more work is needed to address the structural racism that 
undergirds the logic of public participation, particularly as it 
relates to affordable housing and the American planning tra-
dition as a whole (Williams 2020). There have been promis-
ing examples of interdisciplinary teams of scholars, 
professionals, and various community groups coming 
together to leverage local data (Murray, Falkenburger, and 
Saxena 2015), maps (Walker and Derickson 2022), and his-
torical narratives (Martin 2022) to better understand how rac-
ism has shaped our built environment and foster a productive 
dialogue with community members. When possible, planners 

can engage the community earlier and give them an active 
role in the planning and development process (e.g., Forsyth, 
Nicholls, and Raye 2010) in shaping projects in ways that 
foster connection and reflection and allow for counteracting 
initial negative emotional reactions. Doing so would invite 
the re-imagination of public participation, which to date has 
predominantly limited perspectives to those with pre-existing 
racial biases, and would introduce a world where we tackle 
head-on the long-standing structural inequities that have hin-
dered its possibilities.
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Notes

1.	 Extremely low income households are defined as having a 
household income at or below the poverty level or 30 percent 
of the area median income.

2.	 Lack of affordable housing was the top most reported major 
problem with the following top issues including drug addic-
tion, COVID-19 impacts, and crime.

3.	 Motley and Perry define diversity-seeking tendencies as “a 
propensity to seek out cultural diversity in products, services, 
and experiences” and measure it with a scale from Brumbaugh 
and Grier (2013).
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