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Abstract

Voter opposition to development contributes to America’s housing shortage. Prevailing
explanations emphasize NIMBYism (opposition to housing nearby) and homeowners’ self-
interest. However, homeownership often fails to predict housing policy views, while NIMBY-
ism offers little insight into support for policies that do not concern specific proposed housing
projects—the focus of much recent policymaking. Drawing on symbolic politics theory, we
argue that voters’ affect towards groups that housing policies make salient powerfully shape
their judgments about housing policies. We present evidence supporting this theory. Experi-
ments show that affect towards developers and investors who build housing, government actors
who approve it, and residents who move into it explain anti-development preferences when
policies make these groups salient. Providing further causal evidence, short-form videos that
manipulate affect towards developers have meaningful downstream effects on support for new
development and permitting reforms. Ironically, voter dislike of the very actors who could
ameliorate the housing shortage further exacerbates it.
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The United States faces an acute housing shortage. Over the last several decades, city and

state governments have made it increasingly difficult to build new housing—especially multifamily

housing such as apartments. Research finds that these policies have created housing shortages

which have more than doubled housing costs in many areas (Glaeser and Gyourko 2018; Phillips,

Manville and Lens 2021), segregated cities (Trounstine 2020), and stifled socioeconomic mobility

(Schleicher 2017). The public has noticed too: surveys routinely find that the cost of living is the

American public’s number one concern, and housing costs are the biggest expense in household

budgets.1

Understanding why many voters support anti-development policies is an active area of influ-

ential research (for review, see Brouwer and Trounstine 2024). Existing research emphasizes two

explanations. First, homeowners are thought to oppose new housing supply in order to raise hous-

ing prices, increasing their property values (Einstein, Glick and Palmer 2019; Fischel 2001; Marble

and Nall 2021).2 Second, homeowners and renters alike are thought to oppose new housing in their

homes’ immediate vicinity due to the “noise, congestion, and aesthetic change that comes with new

housing”—a phenomenon known as NIMBYism (Not In My BackYard) (Hankinson 2018, p.474;

see also Einstein, Glick and Palmer (2019); Hankinson and Magazinnik (2023); Larsen and Nyholt

(2024); Marble and Nall (2021); Mast (2024); Sahn (2024)).

While these two theories clearly hold merit, they may be incomplete. First, with respect to

homeowner financial self-interest, research often finds small differences between homeowners’

and renters’ attitudes towards development (Larsen and Nyholt 2024), or even that homeowners

are more supportive of development than renters (Elmendorf, Nall and Oklobdzija 2024). Such

mixed findings align with research in other domains that self-interest typically has small impacts

on public opinion (Citrin and Green 1990).

1E.g., https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/10/03/most-americans-conti
nue-to-rate-the-us-economy-negatively-as-partisan-gap-widens/.

2As we discuss below, which housing policies would be most in homeowners’ true financial self-interest is some-
times unclear, but existing literature broadly assumes homeowner self-interest is anti-development.
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Second, the theory of NIMBYism offers less insight into understanding voter support for con-

sequential housing policies that do not concern specific proposed projects. Policymakers and

advocates have increasingly focused on making broadly-applicable housing policies, rather than

negotiating over specific proposed projects. For example, state legislatures nationwide have re-

cently passed dramatic reforms regarding single-family zoning, accessory dwelling units, envi-

ronmental review, density bonuses, below-market unit mandates, development fees, rent control,

non-discretionary permitting, and more (Terner Center 2023). Because such policies meaningfully

impact housing development but do not concern specific proposed developments, NIMBYism is

less clearly applicable to understanding voter support for them. Indeed, in many states, such poli-

cies are the only policies that matter: due to recent reforms in many states, local governments lack

discretion to approve or deny specific proposed projects altogether.

In this paper, we argue for a third, complementary theoretical explanation for anti-development

sentiment rooted in symbolic politics theory (Sears 1993): that different housing policies make

different groups salient to voters, and that voters judge policies in part on their affect towards the

groups those policies make salient.

A housing development involves a large number of groups, including investors to finance it,

developers to propose it, government entities to approve it, and residents to ultimately pay for and

live in it. We show that changes to policy design or framing which make different groups salient

lead voters to rely on their attitudes towards these groups when judging these policies—often in

ways contrary to what the literature assumes is in their self-interest. We argue that housing politics

may be particularly susceptible to being influenced by such group attitudes because housing policy

features a large number of potentially relevant groups, is unfamiliar to many voters, generally

lacks partisan cues, and implicates voters’ self-interest in ways that may be hard for laypeople to

understand.

We present a variety of empirical data consistent with this theory. First, we present a number of

experiments varying the design or framing of policies related to zoning, permit streamlining, de-
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molition controls, environmental reviews, and other policies with crucial implications for housing

development. We find that affect towards the developers and investors who build housing, the gov-

ernment actors who approve it, and new housing’s residents powerfully predict anti-development

preferences when affect towards these groups is experimentally made salient by those policies or

framings. Crucially, we show these patterns arise both when merely changing policies’ framing

and when changing their actual substance (Huber and Paris 2013). Homeownership and NIMBY-

ism often fail to predict patterns we find.

Second, to provide further evidence that affect towards groups has a causal effect on housing

policy preferences, we show that manipulating affect towards developers has meaningful down-

stream effects on support for new development and permitting reforms. In particular, we partnered

with a real-world real estate developer and a professional videographer to make short videos that

sought to improve voters’ affect towards developers. For example, one video highlighted the de-

veloper’s personal weekend volunteerism for a dog rescue organization. We first verify that the

videos have their intended effect and improve affect towards developers. We then show that, even

when the videos avoid mentioning substantive housing policies, they increase voter support for

developers building new apartments in the voter’s neighborhood, and in some cases support for

non-discretionary permitting for new development. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first

experimental demonstration in the symbolic politics literature that manipulating affect toward a

group can have downstream causal effects on policy preferences. By contrast, a negative video

drawing on a common trope about developer corruption reduces support for these policies.

We conclude by discussing limitations of these findings and potential broader implications for

policymakers and practitioners. As we elaborate, one implication of our findings is that, ironically,

voter dislike of the very actors who could ameliorate the housing shortage further exacerbates it.

3



Theoretical Argument: Symbolic Housing Politics
Symbolic politics theory arose in response to the failure of measures of self-interest to mean-

ingfully predict presidential voting and attitudes towards policies such as busing for school deseg-

regation. Early research in this area found that measures of affect towards relevant symbols and

groups, such as racial groups or partisan labels, often better predicted issue preferences and vote

choices (Sears, Hensler and Speer 1979; Sears et al. 1980). As Sears (1993, p.120) summarizes

the theory:

[Symbolic politics] theory holds that people acquire stable affective responses

to particular symbols . . . Later in life, people respond to. . . political attitude ob-

jects consistent with these standing predispositions.

At a psychological level, symbolic politics theory's predictions about how people judge policy

issues can be considered a form of the attribute substitution heuristic (Kahneman and Frederick

2002): when faced with a dif�cult policy question, people may form judgments by mentally sub-

stituting an easier question for it, such as “do I like the group this policy appears to bene�t?” More

generally, then, symbolic politics theory argues that when people form judgments about unfamil-

iar policy issues or candidates, they rely on their affect towards the groups or symbols that these

stimuli make salient—what is known psychologically as a “transfer of affect” (Sears 1993, p. 120).

We argue that housing policies should be especially susceptible to this process. Relative to

issues such as busing or presidential vote choice, housing policies are often especially novel, ab-

stract, and/or complex. Housing development also involves a large number of groups, including

investors to �nance it, developers to propose it, government entities to approve it, and residents

to ultimately pay for and live in it, offering voters many opportunities to use their affect towards

groups to form judgments. For instance, suppose voters are faced with the question of whether new

housing developments should be required to set aside units for low-income people at below-market

rates. Voters may re�ect on the simpler question of whether they like this policy's putative bene-
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�ciaries (low-income people) or dislike those who appear to pay its costs (developers), rather than

reason through the complexities of how such a policy would impact housing markets and, in turn,

their own �nancial self-interest or the probability of new development in their neighborhood—even

though so-called “inclusionary zoning” policies have dramatic impacts on new housing supply and

prices (Rollet 2025; Terner Center 2024). Relying on such heuristics may not be irrational; in pol-

itics, any individual voters' opinions have little impact on policy outcomes—even when voting in

real elections—and so voters may have little incentive to think carefully about the implications of

their policy attitudes or votes. Housing policies also lack clear partisan cues, meaning many voters

should be susceptible to persuasion (Freeder, Lenz and Turney 2019).

There is also reason to expect self-interest to matter less when it comes to housing policies that

apply generally than it does when voters consider speci�c proposed housing projects. Research

�nds that self-interest tends to in�uence policy attitudes more when the policy's impacts on one's

self-interest are more visible, tangible, large, and certain (Citrin and Green 1990). Many if not

all these conditions are met for speci�c proposed developments, such as a city council's decision

about whether to allow an apartment building next door. But these conditions are much more rarely

met for consequential housing policies that apply broadly, such as whether investors are allowed

to redevelop single-family homes into duplexes.3

Consistent with these expectations, across our studies, we show that this theoretical framework

can help understand preferences on a broad range of housing policies under active debate in state

legislatures and cities nationwide.

As we discuss in greater detail, the theory of symbolic politics has implications for both schol-

ars and practitioners of housing politics. For practitioners, our �ndings offer novel insights for

designing housing policies that could win popular support. For example, we show that policies

are more popular when they make sympathetic groups salient—such as policies to upzone cities

3As an example, California's SB 9 allowed redeveloping single-family homes into two duplexes, but only by people
who intend to occupy the home as their primary residence, preventing investors from taking advantage of this law. The
implications of this restriction for most homeowners' self-interest are far from visible, tangible, large, or certain.
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where housing is unaffordable for nurses and �re�ghters, well-liked groups. We elaborate on these

ideas in the discussion. In addition, the central role that affect towards various groups appears to

play in housing policy preferences suggests that advocates may want to invest in burnishing the

reputations of groups such as developers and investors.

For scholars, our �ndings contribute to two important literatures. First, our research contributes

to the literature on housing politics and policy. Although symbolic politics theory is well-known in

political science (e.g., Mendelberg 2018), it is not a common approach for understanding housing

politics. However, several recent �ndings in housing politics research accord with our results. First,

consistent with the role of views towards groups such as developers, Monkkonen and Manville

(2019) show that telling Los Angeles voters that developers would pro�t from a new development

decreases support for that development. Relatedly, Elmendorf, Nall and Oklobdzija (2025) show

that voters most commonly blame developers and landlords for high housing prices. Hankinson

and de Benedictis-Kessner (2022) �nd that people say they would refuse compensation in exchange

for allowing new subsidized housing developments near their homes. The authors hypothesize that

affect towards the poor explains these attitudes. Finally, our research complements other recent

work investigating sources of housing attitudes outside of NIMBYism and homeowners' �nancial

self-interest (Larsen and Nyrup 2022; Larsen and Nyholt 2024; Ternullo 2024a;b).

Second, our research contributes to the literature on symbolic politics itself. Symbolic politics

theory is well-known, but contemporary tests are rare. Some tests rely on panel data where a

baseline measure of a symbolic attitude (e.g., affect towards Blacks) is shown to predict over-

time changes in attitudes towards a stimulus which has changed in a relevant way (e.g., the race

of the President) (e.g., Tesler 2012; 2015). These and related experimental tests have important

advantages over prior tests, but remain subject to critique on the grounds that other attributes of

the stimuli may have changed—or be perceived to change—along with the relevant symbols (e.g.,

Huber and Paris 2013). Our research therefore adds to research on symbolic politics in two ways.

First and most importantly, our experiment manipulating affects towards developers provides what
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is, to our knowledge, the �rst experimental test of the effect ofmanipulatingaffect towards a

group on downstream policies which make this group salient. Second, our series of experiments

manipulating the salience of various groups are also careful to minimally alter underlying policy

substance. Although no one �nding or experiment we present is de�nitive, they collectively suggest

a powerful role for symbolic attitudes in housing politics, thereby providing novel evidence for

symbolic politics theory more broadly.

The next section details the data we used for these tests.

Data
Our data comes from two national surveys: oneN = 102; 740 survey conducted in May

2024 on the platform Lucid (Coppock and McClellan 2019) and a secondN = 16; 863 survey

conducted in Fall 2025 on the platform Proli�c (Peer et al. 2022). On both surveys, all respondents

were required to pass two attention checks, the second of which required watching a short video

unrelated to housing and accurately reporting its contents. Online Appendix Figure A1 shows

that the Lucid respondents are broadly representative of the American population on a variety of

political and demographic dimensions. As the Proli�c survey was intended to test causal effects,

we are primarily interested in the sample average treatment effect estimates. Both surveys also

contained other questions for other projects. We describe the mechanics of each survey in more

detail below.

We obtained informed consent from all participants. These studies were pre-registered.4

Salience Manipulation Experiments
We �rst present a series of experiments testing our theory of symbolic housing politics by

manipulating the salience of various groups. We structure our tests around three classes of groups

that housing policies can make salient: developers and investors, government entities which make

4Pre-registrations available athttps://osf.io/3a2qt?view_only=a082e61b0e0b4fda8e08735
ddfad047b , https://osf.io/b5wv6?view_only=d5b6e57342a8491fa082df83f696689b , and
https://osf.io/2h6b4/files/r4uwh?view_only=40e6f49e92d74a6e9eed5f3c757c800c .
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decisions about approving housing projects, and the residents of new housing. In each case, our

argument predicts that policies or framings which make certain groups salient lead respondents to

rely on their views towards those groups in order to form their views about the relevant housing

policy.

In some cases we hold constant policy content and merely change how a given policy is framed,

while in others we allow for minor differences in the policies themselves (Huber and Paris 2013).

We see both of these as relevant, as our �ndings suggest that policymakers may be able to mean-

ingfully affect public support through minor changes in policy design which increase or reduce the

salience of various liked or disliked groups.

Survey Design

At the beginning of the housing portion of the survey, we �rst randomized respondents to one

of multiple vignette conditions. (To emphasize, this means that each respondent only participated

in one of the vignettes we present below.) Before seeing their assigned vignette, respondents

were all asked the same baseline questions about housing. These questions included a feeling

thermometer battery, which asked respondents to rate how warmly or coolly they felt towards �ve

people, groups, or ideas on a 0-100 scale (e.g., cities, developers, etc.). This is our measure of

affect. The �ve groups displayed to each respondent varied depending on which experimental

vignette that respondent was assigned. Feeling thermometers started at 50 by default, and so

we recode missing values to 50. We show the means and standard deviations for each feeling

thermometer question in Appendix Table A1.

Respondents next answered unrelated questions, such as about their party identi�cation and

ideology.

Respondents �nally saw the experimental vignette to which they were randomly assigned. Be-

cause all respondents only saw one vignette, we give the sample sizes for each vignette separately,

bearing in mind that the vignette-speci�c samples are random subsamples representative of the

overall sample. Due to the large number of vignettes, we give question wordings for each vignette
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in the results section just prior to presenting its results.

Results

Affect Towards Developers and Investors

Constructing new housing requires investors to provide capital and developers to apply for

permits and manage construction. We therefore �rst investigate the potential role of affect towards

developers and investors in driving anti-development sentiment. As described previously, some

existing literature has suggested this may be the case for developers (Monkkonen and Manville

2019; Einstein, Glick and Palmer 2023; Elmendorf, Nall and Oklobdzija 2025).

Real Estate Developers We begin with a simple policy which was likely easy for people to un-

derstand and therefore where symbolic considerations might play a more limited role. In particular,

we randomizedN = 8; 411respondents into one of two versions of this question:

• “Would you support or oppose allowingnew apartment buildings to be builtin your neigh-

borhood?”, or

• “Would you support or oppose allowingdevelopers to build new apartment buildingsin your

neighborhood?”

(The italics did not appear to respondents.) Respondents answered on a 1-5 scale ranging from

“Strongly oppose” to “Strongly support,” which we rescale to range from 0-1.

Because apartment buildings are only built by developers, these questions ask about the same

policy, but the second version makes developers more salient. According to our theory, the sec-

ond version of the question should therefore decrease support because it makes the often-disliked

symbol “developers” salient.

Figure 1a shows the results. Consistent with our predictions, mentioning “developers” reduced

support for the policy by approximately 0.05 scale points overall (p < 0:001). Figure 1b shows

that this is driven by the subset of the sample with negative affect towards real-estate developers

(interactionp < 0:01). See Table A3 for full regression results.
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Figure 1: Support for allowing new apartment buildings in one's neighborhood, by whether de-
velopers would build them

(a) Main effect (b) Interaction

The remainder of our tests in this section of the paper follow the same format as these tests:

we show that associating policies with liked or disliked groups changes support, and that these

differences are most driven by respondents who had previously registered like or dislike for those

groups.

We emphasize that in this �rst set of experiments we did not randomize voters' affect towards

relevant groups. However, we show both that these patterns arise across a wide variety of manipu-

lations, and, later in the paper, that manipulating affect towards the group (developers) does affect

policy support.

By-Right Permits: For “Developers” or “Homebuilders”? We next consider a more complex

policy, which might lead people to rely on symbolic considerations to a greater extent. Much of the

housing politics literature focuses on discretionary approvals of particular housing projects (e.g.,

Trounstine 2023). However, such discretionary approvals are not always part of the housing per-

mitting process. Under by-right permitting regimes, housingmustbe approved and granted permits

if it follows applicable laws and regulations. By-right permitting is a powerful pro-development

policy: it removes neighborhood groups' ability to block code-compliant housing projects and

10



dramatically reduces permitting timelines (O'Neill et al. 2023).

We askedN = 12; 714 respondents whether permits for apartment buildings should be by-

right:

In order to build new housing in a city, groups such as [SUBMITTING GROUP]

have to submit their proposed development to the city for review.

Recently there has been debate about whether cities should be required to ap-

prove a proposed housing development if it follows clear and speci�c rules the

government made in advance. Today in many places, [REVIEWING GROUP]

can often reject proposed housing developments, even if the proposal meets

all the requirements that were made in advance.

Which of the following two statements come closer to your views–even if nei-

ther is exactly right:

• “[SUBMITTING GROUP] should be able to build apartments that comply

with the clear and speci�c rules the government made in advance.”

• “[REVIEWING GROUP] should always be able to reject a proposed apart-

ment development.”

• Don't know

We code responses as 1 (support of by-right permitting), 0.5 (for don't know), and 0 (opposition

to by-right permitting).

We randomized whether the submitting group was “small local homebuilders” or “big real

estate developers.” (We also randomized which government of�cials would be responsible for

discretionary reviews; we return to these results later in the paper.)

Figure 2a shows that by-right permitting for “small local homebuilders” is approximately 25

percentage points more popular than it is for “big real estate developers” (p < 0:001). Furthermore,
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Figure 2b shows that this effect is driven by people who dislike big real estate developers; at

the end of the scale, those who dislike them the most are approximately 37 percentage points

more supportive of streamlined permitting for “small local homebuilders” than “big real estate

developers” (interactionp < 0:001). See Table A4 for full regression results.

Figure 2: By-right permitting by group applying for permit

(a) Main effect (b) Interaction

We hasten to note that this manipulation, like several others we study, does not merely change

how by-right permitting is framed, there is also a difference in the policy substance (Huber and

Paris 2013). When by-right permitting reforms face opposition due to anti-developer sentiment,

“half loaf” reforms that speci�cally apply to small local builders may encounter less resistance.

But such a concession has real costs—for example, D'Amico et al. (2024) �nd that fragmentation

of the homebuilding industry has reduced investment in R&D, potentially reducing construction

productivity and increasing housing costs.

Wall Street Investors Demolishing Homes Investors also play an important role in facilitating

multifamily housing development. Sometimes owners of existing properties invest their own cap-

ital to demolish existing structures and build larger multifamily developments in their place. In

other cases, external investors bankroll this process. However, “Wall Street investors” may be a

negative symbol for some voters, perhaps especially following the 2008 �nancial crisis. Indeed,
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Elmendorf, Nall and Oklobdzija (2024) �nd overwhelming support for restrictions on “Wall Street

investors” buying homes. Cities and states nationwide have thus been considering bans on “Wall

Street investors” purchasing or redeveloping housing as a way to reduce prices, even though the

impact of such policies is unclear (e.g., Garriga, Gete and Tsouderou 2023).5

To illuminate the potential of “Wall Street investors” as a symbol to drive anti-development

sentiment, we askedN = 12; 956respondents the following question about developer buyouts:

The next question asks whether you think a [INVESTOR] should be allowed to

tear down old apartments and build new housing, in speci�c circumstances.

A [INVESTOR] wants to tear down a small, old apartment building and build

a new, larger apartment building on the same site. The apartments in the old

building are rent controlled.

The [INVESTOR] offers the tenants a sum of money if they agree to move out.

If you had to choose, which of the following two statements comes closer to

your views—even if neither is exactly right:

• “The [INVESTOR] should not be allowed to demolish the old building for

new housing unless every tenant accepts the landlord's offer. No tenant

should have to move against their will.”

• “The [INVESTOR] should be allowed to demolish the old building for new

housing if more than two-thirds (67%) vote to accept the landlord's offer.

A small minority shouldn't be able to block new housing that people need.”

• Don't know
5See, e.g.,https://nbcmontana.com/news/nation-world/wall-street-investors-recei

ving-blame-from-lawmakers-for-housing-affordability-crisis-interest-rates-hed
ge-funds-rental-market-real-estate-housing-supply .
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We code responses as 1 (support for allowing demolitions with tenant agreement), 0.5 (for

don't know), and 0 (opposition to demolition without unanimous agreement).

While the response options always mentioned the landlord, the vignette and response options

sometimes also mentioned a “Wall Street investor”: the [INVESTOR] was randomized to take the

value “landlord” or “Wall Street investor.”

Figure 3a shows that respondents were 13 percentage points more supportive of the pro-

development policy when it applied to landlords rather than Wall Street investors (p < 0:001).

Figure 3b shows that this is driven by those with relatively negative views of Wall Street investors

(interactionp = 0:01). See Table A5 for full regression results.6

Figure 3: Demolition permits by group investing in redevelopment

(a) Main effect (b) Interaction

In summary, our �rst set of experiments shows that voters' attitudes towards those who con-

struct new housing can meaningfully affect their views towards housing policies which make those

groups salient.

6This result is robust to also controlling for the interaction between the manipulation and affect towards landlords,
as well as for using the difference in feeling thermometers for landlords and Wall Street investors as the moderator.
Note that, per Table A1, the mean feeling thermometer for landlords and Wall Street investors are similarly negative;
however, the question always mentioned landlords, and only added in Wall Street investors (a group additional people
dislike) in the “Wall Street investor” condition.
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Attitudes towards government actors responsible for permitting

In our next set of experiments, we consider how affect towards government actors responsible

for permitting housing can shape support for housing policy. Housing projects can require ap-

provals from all sorts of government actors: city staff, local politicians, environmental of�cials,

state review boards, courts, and even federal bureaucrats (when using federal funds). Policy can

determine which actors have this authority, such as by mandating environmental reviews (Elmen-

dorf and Duncheon 2022), shifting authority from city councils to city staff (O'Neill and Wang

2023), or making certain local determinations appealable to a state board (Krefetz 2000). Voters'

evaluations of the various government actors to whom approval authority can be given vary dramat-

ically. Our experiments show that support for housing policy which confers permitting discretion

on a government actor is highly conditional on affect toward the actor.

By-Right Permitting We �rst revisit our earlier vignette regarding by-right permitting. In that

vignette, we also randomized which group of government of�cials would be responsible for re-

viewing and approving housing permits if they were not by-right (“[REVIEWING GROUP]” in

the vignette): either “local government expert staff”, “local government environmental profession-

als”, or “local government politicians.” All three of these groups are responsible for reviewing

permits in some contexts.

Figures 4a, 4b, and 4c show how support for by-right permitting varied by whether the alter-

native was review by each of the respective potential reviewing of�cials. Affect towards those

of�cials is shown on the x-axis. In each case, support for by-right permitting is lower among those

who like the reviewing group and higher among those who dislike the reviewing group (blue lines).

The one exception is Figure 4c, where the pattern is insigni�cant and in the opposite direction; this

may be because the omitted category (red line) is the average for the other groups (p-values for

interactionsp < 0:001, p < 0:10, andp = 0:89, respectively) and affect towards expert staff and

the other groups are correlated at approximatelyr = 0:7. See Table A6 for full regression results.
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Figure 4: Support for by-right permitting by counterfactual group performing discretionary re-
views

(a) Local government environ-
mental professionals (b) Local government politicians (c) Local government staff

Third-Party Review Some cities increase development costs by conducting slow reviews of

housing permit applications (O'Neill et al. 2023). Several states have recently addressed this prob-

lem by allowing developers to use a third-party reviewer if cities do not issue permits quickly

enough.7 To test whether affect towards these third-parties shapes support for the policy, we asked

N = 12; 931respondents:

In order to build new housing in a city, a developer has to submit their proposed

development to the city for review.

Recently there has been debate about whether cities should be required to

complete their review and either accept or reject the proposed development

within a certain amount of time. Today in many cities, city of�cials can often

take as much time as they want before completing their review.

Which of the following two statements come closer to your views—even if nei-

ther is exactly right:

• “If a city takes longer than 90 days to review a housing project, [GROUP]

should be able to complete the review instead.”
7This includes Texas (HB 14), Tennessee (SB 2100), New Jersey (SB 245), and Florida (Title XXXIII, Chapter

553.791). As another example, Japan allows developers to submit permit applications to private consultants for review
in lieu of city governments (see Sorensen, Okata and Fujii 2010, p. 570).
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• “Cities should always be able to take as much time as they want before

completing the review.”

• Don't know

We again rescale the outcome to 0/0.5/1, with 1 corresponding with support for third-party

permitting reviews.

We randomized which of several groups could be responsible for the reviews, including “a

licensed engineer,” “a unionized engineer,” “a federal government housing agency,” and “a Biden

administration housing of�cial.”8

Figure 5a shows that those who disapprove of Joe Biden's performance in of�ce9 are far less

supportive of third-party review when it would be conducted by a “Biden administration” of�cial

rather than a “federal government housing agency” (p < 0:001)—even though federal government

housing agencies were part of the Biden administration at the time of the survey's administration,

and notwithstanding that most voters' disapproval of Biden likely has little to do with his housing

policies. Figure 5b shows a similar relationship with views towards unionized engineers (likely a

proxy for views towards unions): the difference in the effects of this manipulation at the top and

bottom end of the scale is approximately 14 percentage points (interactionp < 0:001). See Tables

A7 and A8 for full regression results.

Environmental Review In some states, environmental reviews provide politicians the opportu-

nity to block new developments, even when their denials are motivated by non-environmental fac-

tors (Elmendorf and Duncheon 2022). For instance, under political pressure from neighborhood

groups, San Francisco politicians famously blocked an apartment building next to a subway station

through a review of the project conducted under the California Environmental Quality Act—even

8We also asked about “a state government housing agency,” and “a court of law” as reviewers and provided the
option “it should be required to refund the permitting fees to the project applicant,” which we do not analyze for space
reasons and because these conditions lack the clear comparison groups present for the two comparisons we focus on
in the main text.

9This was measured before this vignette using the question “Do you approve or disapprove of the way Joe Biden
is handling his job as president?”
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Figure 5: Support for third-party permit review, by of�cials responsible for the review

(a) “Biden administration” vs. “federal government”
housing of�cial (b) “Licensed engineer” vs. “Unionized engineer”

though neighborhood opposition to the project was not environmental.10

One possibility for reducing neighborhood groups' ability to pressure politicians to block de-

velopment through environmental reviews is to shift responsibility for environmental reviews from

elected of�cials to other government actors such as environmental experts or courts who would

be more insulated from such pressure. To explore whether support for this policy would vary

according to affect towards the reviewing of�cials, we askedN = 12; 832respondents:

Some states require cities to do an environmental study before the city decides

whether to approve or deny a proposed housing development. Recently there

has been a debate about whether elected city of�cials or someone else should

determine whether the environmental study was done correctly.

Which of the following two statements come closer to your views—even if nei-

ther is exactly right:

• “Elected city of�cials should have the �nal say over whether an environ-

10Seehttps://www.sfchronicle.com/sf/article/Why-did-S-F-supervisors-vote-aga
inst-a-project-16569809.php .
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mental study was done correctly.”

• “[OFFICIALS] should have the �nal say over whether an environmental

study was done correctly.”

• Don't know

We randomized whether the of�cials responsible for the reviews were environmental experts,

a city environmental agency, state environmental agencies, or courts.

Figure 6 shows the average support for giving each group the �nal say over environmental

reviews instead of elected of�cials (on a 0/0.5/1 scale). The x-axis labels show the average ther-

mometer ratings for each set of actors. There is a strong aggregate relationship between the public's

like and dislike towards each set of actors and the public's support for giving them authority over

environmental reviews instead of elected of�cials.11 This ordering bears little resemblance to the

ordering of which actors would likely provide the most high-quality reviews or be most susceptible

to neighborhood pressure.12 See Table A9 for full regression results.

In summary, this set of experiments found that affect towards government agencies and of�-

cials responsible for permitting can powerfully condition views towards permitting reforms—and

in ways that seemingly have little to do with the implications of these policies for development

outcomes.

Residents as Symbols

In our �nal set of experiments, we consider how the potential residents of new housing can act

as symbols which affect support for housing policies.

Tying Upzoning Triggers to Sympathetic Groups Some state policies tie local land use rules

to measures of local housing affordability or production. For example, a California law requires

11In this case we focus on means by conditions instead of interactions because there is no clear control or baseline
group from which to estimate the interaction term.

12City environmental agencies would likely be most subject to neighborhood political pressure. Likewise, environ-
mental experts and state environmental agencies would likely have higher capacity for in-depth environmental reviews
than city environmental agencies.
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Figure 6: Environmental Review: Main Effects

cities to allow large apartment buildings near college campuses if the developer reserves some of

the units for lower-income students (AB 893, 2025).

Such policies provide an opportunity to tie metrics or thresholds to the experiences of groups

towards whom voters have sympathetic views. To illustrate this, we askedN = 4; 485respondents

the following question:

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement?

“Cities where the typical home is too expensive for [GROUP] should have to

allow 5-story apartment buildings to be built along major streets and in com-

mercial areas.”

We randomized whether the GROUP was set to “workers earning $125,000 a year,” “nurses

and �re�ghters,” or “police of�cers.”

Figure 7a shows that explicitly tying broad-based upzoning to whether a sympathetic group

(such as nurses and �re�ghters) rather than a less sympathetic group (police) can afford housing
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