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Abstract

American cities face a housing affordability crisis, partly because of public
opposition to dense housing. Explanations have focused on property values,
congestion, or demographics. This literature neglects a factor familiar to
urban planners: architecture. We argue that people have contextual develop-
ment preferences and oppose developments that don’t “fit” the surrounding
neighborhood in height and style. We test this hypothesis with survey exper-
iments employing a novel visual approach with tightly controlled but realistic
images of buildings and neighborhoods. We find that buildings which fit are
supported more, an effect which isolates the interaction of building architec-
ture and context. The effect holds for homeowners and renters, and urban-
ites and suburbanites, suggesting it is not driven by concerns over property
values or density alone. Moreover, buildings that don’t fit prompt intentions
to engage in costly political behavior. When we impose trade-offs, support
drops, but remains high, suggesting contextual fit preferences are meaningful.
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Introduction

Cities across the world increasingly face a housing affordability crisis. In the
United States, residents of nearly all the largest cities spend an increasing
share of their incomes on housing. In 2022, half of all renters were cost bur-
dened (Joint Center for Housing Studies 2024). Housing unaffordability is
associated with many deleterious consequences, including eviction, home-
lessness, and constrained access to high-opportunity cities (Chetty, Hendren
and Katz 2016; Colburn and Aldern 2022; Ganong and Shoag 2017; Lee,
Tyler and Wright 2010; O’Flaherty 2004)."

Economists have identified a lack of housing supply as the primary culprit,
and point especially to a dearth of multifamily units (Glaeser, Gyourko and
Saks 2005; Gyourko, Hartley and Krimmel 2021). This shortage is partly
driven by restrictions on the supply of dense new housing, through stringent
local land-use regulations (Been, Gould Ellen and O’Regan 2019, 2024;
Glaeser and Gyourko 2002; Gyourko, Saiz and Summers 2008, 2021).
These restrictions are motivated, in part, by the fact that dense multifamily
housing is unpopular (Larsen and Nyholt 2024b; Marble and Nall 2021;
Matheis and Sorens 2024; O’Grady 2020; Trounstine 2023). Scholars have
studied many potential motives for this opposition to density. These include
perceptions of economic self-interest, concerns over congestion of public
goods such as schools, and the desire to exclude poor or minority residents
(Banzhaf 2014; Fischel 2005; Hankinson 2018, 2024; Krimmel 2022;
Marble and Nall 2021; Sahn 2025; Trounstine 2023).

However, one explanation neglected in these studies is architecture, speci-
fically, how the architecture of new development fits into the existing neigh-
borhoods. We argue that people have aesthetic preferences over the
architecture of new development. Specifically, they assess how well a pro-
posed building’s style and height match the surrounding buildings. These
preferences affect opposition or support for new housing. That is, people
have contextual development preferences.

Architecture has a long history in public discourse about new housing. For
example, the modernist architecture of “urban renewal” was a frequent source
of discord, bemoaned by “brownstoners” who sought to preserve prewar town-
house neighborhoods, and is even sometimes blamed for the decline of public
housing which was often viewed as ugly and hulking (Hunt 2015; Osman
2011). Recently, similar debates have come up over “fast casual” architecture:
the blocky, unornamented apartment buildings that have become common in
many American cities (Capps 2017; Kodé 2023). In addition to stylistic
debates, height has long been a bone of contention in local permitting.
Regulations restricting the height of new buildings are prevalent (Gyourko,
Hartley and Krimmel 2021). Even in high-rise New York City, laws such as
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the “Sliver Law” banned thin high-rises from residential neighborhoods, and
recent development of tall buildings has elicited intense public backlash
(Carroll 1983; Goldberger 2014; Hinds 1984).

A concept that bridges style and height is contextualism, an architectural
philosophy that calls for new buildings to be integrated with—or fit—their
surrounding built environment, respecting the existing architecture of neigh-
borhoods (Komez Daglioglu 2015). Contextualism emerged as a response to
modernism’s “disregard for context” and was quickly adopted by a growing
preservationist movement in the mid-to-late 1900s (Hamer 2000; Komez
Daglioglu 2015). Preservationists have successfully created thousands of his-
toric districts across U.S. cities, often with the explicit aim of restricting
development that does not conform to the height and style of the neighbor-
hood. Contextualist ideas have also appeared in other urban planning regula-
tions, such as New York City’s contextual zoning regulations or civic design
review in cities such as Seattle (Dublin-Boc 2023; National Park Service
2012; Preservation Alliance for Greater Philadelphia 2007; Scheer and
Preiser 1994; Smith 2019).

While local discourse has long featured concerns about style, height, and
architectural context, there has been little systematic study of their impact on
public opinion. To be sure, concerns about architectural context come up fre-
quently in public comments at local meetings about proposed housing
(Einstein, Palmer and Glick 2019). In addition, surveys suggest that
Americans prefer traditional style buildings (ADAM Architecture 2009;
National Civic Art Society 2020; O’Grady 2020), and many studies find
that a public dislike of taller or larger apartment buildings (Hankinson
2018; Marble and Nall 2021; O’Grady 2020; Trounstine 2023). However,
this literature has left three gaps. First, few studies have systematically varied
style as a predictor for support for new housing. Thus, the impact of style per
se is unclear. Second, existing studies have not disentangled different expla-
nations for why height is disliked. Is it the impact of a large number of new
units and the people they bring, or is height disliked specifically due to its aes-
thetic impact? Finally, this literature has not focused on the public’s prefer-
ences for architectural context, that is, how building height and style fit the
neighborhood surroundings.

We argue that many people hold intuitive ideas about desirable architec-
ture in their neighborhood, and they support or oppose dense housing partly
based on their desire to avoid buildings that do not fit in height and style. That
is, citizens have contextual development preferences. To test this hypothesis,
we measure preferences for style and height, and experimentally manipulate
the neighborhood context. Specifically, we show respondents images of pro-
posed apartment buildings that vary in height (2, 4, 5, or 10 stories) and style
(modern or traditional) and ask if they would support or oppose the building.
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In our control arm, we do not show the surrounding buildings, allowing us to
assess support for different heights and styles without context. This is
designed to measure support for the building’s architectural attributes per
se. In this baseline condition, we find that the taller the building, the lower
its support, while building style has no impact. That is, even without any con-
text, people tend to dislike taller buildings.

To assess the impact of context above and beyond height and style per se,
our treatment arm varies whether the identical building fits or does not fit by
changing the style and height of the surrounding buildings. Doing so allows
us to isolate the effect of contextual fit from the effect of building height and
style.

Compared to the no-surroundings control, citizens prefer buildings which
fit on both height and style, by 4 percentage points. Conversely, buildings
which don’t fit are penalized by 4 percentage points. That is, showing the
neighborhood context increases the spread in support between buildings
which fit and don’t fit by 8 percentage points. Thus, citizens have contextual
development preferences and prefer buildings which fit the neighborhood
context. The context effect is roughly similar across subgroups, suggesting
many Americans have such preferences. Notably, contextual development
effects are similar for two theoretically relevant subgroups: between renters
and homeowners and between urbanites and suburbanites, while also hold-
ing across race, age, and party identification. This suggests that congestion-
related concerns about density (which are likely higher among suburbanites)
or concerns over property values (likely higher among homeowners) are not
driving the main effects. In addition, preferences for buildings which fit are
associated with preferences for contextual housing policy, suggesting our
measure of building support taps a general preference. Further, compared
to the no-context control, buildings which don’t fit increase intention to
engage in costly political behavior (such as attending a local meeting to
express their view about the building) by 7 percentage points overall, and
13 percentage points among frequent voters. Finally, most respondents still
prefer buildings that fit even when we impose real-world trade-offs on those
buildings.

This paper contributes to our understanding of the motives behind opposi-
tion to new housing. We find that preferences toward new housing are
context-dependent, that is, anchored by the existing architecture of neighbor-
hoods. This suggests that stringent land-use regulations, which create that
architecture, may be remarkably durable, as they alter public opinion about
what kind of development is considered appropriate in a neighborhood.
Many people dislike development that doesn’t fit, even when the developer
compensates for it, and express a willingness to take action to block it.
These preferences may help explain why local meetings often see intense
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opposition to the so-called “out-of-scale” development. Finally, while citizens
are responsive to trade-offs, contextual development remains popular, sug-
gesting that moving the needle toward denser urban development is costly.

Opposition to Housing Development

Scholars have long observed opposition to new housing development. The
opposition is particularly intense among residents living near proposed devel-
opment (a phenomenon often called NIMBYism, “not-in-my-backyard”). An
unrepresentative set of citizens particularly opposed to development often
engage in costly political such as attending local meetings to stop new hous-
ing (Einstein, Glick and Palmer 2019a; Einstein, Palmer and Glick 2019b;
Sahn 2025; Schively 2007; Yoder 2020). But opposition to dense housing
is not only found among meeting attendees and those living nearby. Rather,
dense housing is broadly unpopular. Americans’ distaste of density cuts
across many demographic cleavages, extending to renters as well home-
owner, and even to people who live in dense cities, long theorized proponents
of new housing (Hankinson 2018; Hankinson, Magazinnik and Sands 2024;
Trounstine 2023).? In experiments testing the effects of many housing attri-
butes, density is often the attribute most penalized (Marble and Nall 2021;
Matheis and Sorens 2024; O’Grady 2020; Trounstine 2023).

What explains Americans’ distaste of dense new housing? The main exist-
ing explanations include concerns over congestion of local public goods (such
as schools) or other negative externalities (such as crime); financially self-
interested motives such as homeowners’ desire to bolster their property values
or renters’ skepticism that new housing lowers rents; and symbolic attitudes
such as dislike of cities or of developers (Banzhaf 2014; Broockman,
Elmendorf and Kalla 2024; Elmendorf, Nall and Oklobdzija 2025; Fischel
2005; Hankinson 2018; Hankinson, Magazinnik and Sands 2024; Krimmel
2022; Marble and Nall 2021; Stiglitz 1982; Trounstine 2023). Most of these
existing explanations focus on the consequences of density. For example,
Trounstine (2023) shows that people associate denser apartment buildings
with increased crime and traffic, decreased school quality, and lower property
values, and do not think the new units will improve rental affordability.

While the downstream consequences of density likely explain some oppo-
sition to dense development, there is an alternative, relatively neglected expla-
nation: the aesthetic impact of the proposed buildings. Many proposed dense
buildings are taller or have a different style than their surroundings. Citizens
may have discreet preferences about the architecture of new buildings. They
may dislike tall buildings per se, or dislike a building’s stylistic features, or
dislike the mismatch of a building’s height or style with the surrounding
buildings. That is, existing studies have underexplored the independent effect
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of building architecture on opposition to new housing, and do not differentiate
between density on the one hand, and height, style, and architectural context
on the other hand.

There is reason to believe that citizens care about architecture. Concerns
over the aesthetic impact of new developments come up frequently in com-
ments in local meetings (Einstein, Palmer and Glick 2019). These concerns
involve stylistic concerns as well as concerns about how new buildings match
the existing neighborhood. Reports about contentious development often cite
these concerns, such as the complaints stylistic choices such as bright colors,
paneling, and large blocky massing (Kodé 2023). Surveys suggest that
Americans prefer traditional style buildings over the more common modern
styles of new development (ADAM Architecture 2009; National Civic Art
Society 2020).

However, these attributes have been neglected in prior studies of attitudes
about housing. Only one study examined both style and fit, finding a small
preference toward buildings that were “traditional style, like other local build-
ings” (O’Grady 2020).> However, this study bundled together style, contex-
tual fit, and density, which we argue are distinct. It also varied architectural
context only with text, thereby potentially underestimating its influence since
it likely operates visually. A pair of studies uses administrative data about
respondent-level building heights in the area, finding that in areas without a
single 5-story residential building, respondents oppose taller buildings at
higher rates and that residential buildings proposed in areas with at least
one newer residential building are opposed at lower rates (Larsen and
Nyholt 2024a, 2024b).* However, neither study isolates the effect of fit,
height, and style. Finally, two studies show visual representations of building
height with respect to existing neighborhoods (Hankinson and de
Benedictis-Kessner 2024; Woodcock, Dovey and Davison 2012). However,
both studies show all proposed buildings as taller than existing neighborhoods
and do not manipulate style, so they are unable to isolate the effect of fit. We
build on all these studies and address their open questions by designing a sur-
vey experiment with visuals that precisely manipulate height, style, and con-
textual fit.

Contextual Development Preferences

We argue that architecture matters. We build on an explanation neglected in
the literature, namely, that land-use regulations have a profound impact on the
physical look of neighborhoods (Shertzer, Twinam and Walsh 2018). This
creates “facts on the ground” that anchor preferences about new housing.
We hypothesize that many citizens value maintaining the existing architecture
of a neighborhood in and of itself. Specifically, citizens have contextual
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development preferences, that is, they evaluate new housing by how it “fits”
into the context of the existing neighborhood. They hold intuitive ideas about
the characteristics of desirable architecture in their neighborhood, and dislike
housing that does not fit the neighborhood’s architectural context.” By implica-
tion, past decisions toward land-use regulation, such as single-family zoning or
height restrictions, can become self-reinforcing and reduce support for denser
development due to public opinion which favors lower density housing.

To test this explanation, we examine public opinion about the architecture
of proposed apartment buildings and their fit with the surroundings. First, we
measure preferences toward the architecture of a building. For simplicity, we
study two physical attributes of a building: its style, and its height. Style
describes the genre of architecture (i.e., Victorian, Brutalist, etc.), including
the building materials, colors, and other aesthetic features. We focus on
two broad styles: traditional or modern. Our traditional buildings are more
ornamented and use brick materials and warm tones, reflecting themes com-
mon in older housing stock. Our modern buildings are less ornamented, use
paneling and glass materials, and black and white cooler tones. While this col-
lapses the diversity of architectural styles and bundles together many stylistic
attributes, our manipulation allows us to generate strong treatments contain-
ing the most relevant stylistic differences. Height simply describes the num-
ber of Ztories in a building. We tie the number of units in the building to its
height.

H1: Respondents prefer traditional style architecture (in line with the sparse survey
work on style and anecdotal reporting about style).

H2: Respondents prefer shorter buildings (in line with robust findings in the liter-
ature about density).’

Second, we focus on the fit of a proposed building with the surrounding
neighborhood context. In prior literature, when building attributes have
been studied, their impacts are assumed to be fixed. For example, scholars
assume that people have a preference over how tall a building should be
regardless of what surrounds it. But, as elaborated above, there is reason to
think attitudes toward new construction depend on the built environment of
a neighborhood. For example, citizens may dislike tall buildings proposed
in a less dense suburb but support construction in a denser city center. Or,
they may dislike modern building styles (common in new development)
only in neighborhoods with traditional buildings.

Our definition of contextual development is based on a concept often
referred to by urban planners and architects as “Contextualism,” a viewpoint
that development should relate to the surrounding neighborhood (Abrar 2021;
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Table 1. Definition of Fit, Relative to Neighborhood Context.

Building Height

Same Different
Building Style Same Fits Partially Fits
Different Partially Fits Does Not Fit

Komez Daglioglu 2015). Contextualism is a broad concept which can pre-
scribe that a new building respect the physical context of a neighborhood
as well as its cultural history and traditions. This philosophy can be encapsu-
lated by American architect Robert Venturi: “a building is not a self-contained
object but a part in a whole composition relative to other parts and the whole”
(Komez Daglioglu 2015, pp. 273-74). We focus specifically on “Physical
Contextualism,” which emphasizes that new development should be harmo-
nious with the physical characteristics of a neighborhood, such as building
density, style, street layout, or topography (Hejriis et al. 2014). We define
a development as being contextual when it matches both the prevailing height
and style of the immediate surrounding buildings (see Table 1).

H3: Buildings which fit the neighborhood context will be preferred relative to the
same building without context. Conversely, those which do not fit the neighbor-
hood context will be opposed at higher rates relative to the same building without
context.®

This preference for buildings which fit is not driven by attitudes about a
specific building’s height, style, parking, affordability, or otherwise. Rather,
it is driven entirely by the interaction between the building’s attributes to
the attributes of the surrounding buildings.

Research Design

To test the effect of architecture and isolate preferences regarding contextual
development, we conducted two survey experiments, one in the summer of
2024 (survey 1, N=901) and one in the winter of 2025 (survey 2, N=
659).° Both surveys sampled U.S. adults who live in the 30 largest metropol-
itan areas and live in a zip code with at least 500 people per square mile. This
screens out low-density rural and exurban respondents, targeting respondents
for whom new dense development is relevant.'® Unless otherwise noted, we
combine these surveys (combined N=1,252)."! (see Appendix A. Sampling,
Balance, Representativeness).



Pietrzak and Mendelberg

Table 2. Context Experiment Design: Building Height and Style by Condition.

Treatment (With Neighborhood Context)

Control (No Context)

Fit
2-story traditional building in a 2-story traditional
neighborhood
5-story traditional building in a 5-story traditional
neighborhood

Partial fit (Height)
2-story modern building in a 2-story traditional
neighborhood
5-story modern building in a 5-story traditional
neighborhood

Partial fit (Style)
4-story traditional building in a 2-story traditional
neighborhood
10-story traditional building in a 5-story traditional
neighborhood

Doesn’t fit
4-story modern building in a 5-story traditional
neighborhood
10-story traditional building in a 5-story traditional
neighborhood

2-story traditional
building

5-story traditional
building

2-story modern building

5-story modern building

4-story traditional
building

|0-story traditional
building

4-story modern building

|0-story traditional
building

Table 2 summarizes the design. We asked each respondent to evaluate 8
building proposals, which vary on height (2, 4, 5, or 10 stories) and style
(modern or traditional) in random order.'* Each proposal shows a visual ren-
dering of the proposed building and a text description (see Appendix for text).
We randomize between-respondent if each of these buildings is shown with
neighborhood context (treatment) or without neighborhood context (con-
trol).'® That is, respondents got all 8 buildings either with context or without
context. Figure 1 shows an example of a treatment and control rendering. To
test H1 and H2, we estimate the effects of height and style within the control
arm. The comparison of the treatment to the control tests H3, the effect of con-
text. Specifically, the treatment arm has 4 context conditions: the building fits,
partially fits in style (fits in style but not height), partially fits in height (fits in
height but not style), or doesn’t fit (see Figure 2).'* Respondents in our treat-
ment group only evaluate traditional style neighborhoods, a limitation of our
design, but a decision which maximizes external validity, as these types of
neighborhoods often experience the greatest pressures for and resistance to
densification. Respondents in our treatment group saw all four context condi-
tions in random order. Because the buildings are identical except for the pres-
ence or absence of context, we can assess the pure impact of context.
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Treatment Control

ke

Figure |. Example of treatment and control renderings.

Note: This shows an identical building with context (“treatment”) and without
(“control”). In this example, the building is modern and two stories, and this
treatment arm shows a fit in height but not style.

Importantly, this holds constant the building’s density, neutralizing any asso-
ciations respondents have with buildings containing more units. If respon-
dents dislike tall buildings because they have more units than short
buildings, this association is equally present in the treatment and control
arms (see Appendix D. Survey Instruments for all images).

As Appendix Figure B1 shows, the text description is identical for all
buildings, holding constant the parking, the developer’s contribution (the
developer will pay a tax), and the affordability and the percent of units set
aside for that income. These attributes have been found to affect support
for development (Hankinson and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024; Trounstine
2023). The rent and income level were customized to a respondent’s metro-
politan area and remained fixed within respondent (see Appendix E.
Affordability). This improves plausibility and removes measurement error
about the perceived class of the tenants.'> For each building, we ask respon-
dents for their level of support for the building on a 5-point Likert scale, rang-
ing from Strongly Oppose to Strongly Support. We recode these ratings on a
continuous 0-1 scale, where 1 is Strongly Support, for ease of interpreta-
tion.'® In survey 2, we also gauge behavioral intentions and assess the robust-
ness of preferences to realistic trade-offs (explained below). In both surveys,
we then asked respondents policy questions about housing development.

Does Building Architecture Affect Support for New Housing?

First, we test H1 and H2, estimating the effects of building height and style.
We asked control respondents to evaluate all eight buildings in random order,
without neighborhood context. The eight buildings vary in style and height.
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Style
Same Different
Fits Partially fits (Height)

Same

Height

Different

Figure 2. Context treatment conditions.

Note: The figure shows the eight treatment buildings. The four treatment conditions
are: Fits (in height and style), Partially Fits (in height), Partially Fits (in Style), and Does
Not Fit (in height and style). Each treatment condition includes two different
neighborhoods, for robustness.

We regress support for the building on style and height, only among the con-
trol group. This analysis is within-respondent, so we use varying intercepts
and clustered standard errors at the respondent level. We find that style has
no effect, disconfirming our preregistered hypothesis that citizens prefer tra-
ditional style (H1). By contrast, height has a large, precise effect, confirming
H2. Support for the building declines as its height increases (see Figure 3).
To be sure, this may be an artifact of the specific buildings we tested, or
perhaps respondents read other attributes into style (such as construction
quality). Nevertheless, this finding challenges the often-argued notion that
most people prefer traditional buildings. In additional analysis, we find that
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Modern -| e @i

Height
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Impact of Building Attributes on Support, No-Context Control

Figure 3. Effect of height and style on support for building proposal, no-context
control.

Note: 90% confidence intervals in bold, 95% confidence intervals in caps. Varying
intercept and clustered standard errors at the respondent level.

respondents rate the modern building as more “attractive” than the traditional
building.'” In sum, without information about neighborhood context, style
does not affect support, while height does.

Do Citizens Have Contextual Development Preferences?

Next, we test H3, our contextual preferences hypothesis. We predicted that
people evaluate new buildings according to their architectural fit. This can
help reveal whether distaste for density is not solely driven by concerns
that adding more units will reduce property values, increase public goods con-
gestion, or alter the neighborhood’s demographic composition. To test this
hypothesis, we compare support for otherwise identical buildings across the
treatment and control group. This analysis causally isolates the effect of show-
ing neighborhood context on support for housing and the correspondent archi-
tectural fit condition created as a result, holding fixed all other attributes of the
building, including style, height, and density.'®

Compared to the identical buildings absent context, buildings that fit on
both height and style are preferred by 4.3 percentage points (9.3%) (see
Figure 4). Conversely, buildings that don’t fit are penalized by 4.2 percentage
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Partial Fit
Different Height, Same Style >——.:——|

Same Height, Different Style - '——;—.——4

Does Not Fit
Different Height, Different Style - I S
T t T
=i -.05 0 .05 B
Effect of Neighborhood Context on Support for Development

Figure 4. Treatment effect of neighborhood context on support for building.
Note: Intercept varies at the CSA level, clustered standard errors as the CSA level.
Models control for survey number. 90% confidence intervals in bold, 95% confidence
intervals in caps.

points compared to identical buildings absent context (9.5%).'® That is, show-
ing the neighborhood context increases the spread in support between build-
ings which fit and don’t fit by 8.5 percentage points (18% over the average
support for all eight buildings). A partial fit on either height or style has no
impact. These results show that respondents have contextual development
preferences. Buildings which fit are preferred while those that don’t fit are dis-
favored. In addition, Appendix Table B1 and Appendix Figure B2 also show
that taller buildings that fit in height are preferred to shorter buildings that
don’t fit, but only in the treatment arm, where a 5-story building is preferred
over a 4-story building (by 5-7 percentage points, depending on style). In the
no-context control, support falls as height increases. This finding helps con-
firm that these results are picking up on contextual preferences, rather than
preferences about height or density. If concerns about density were driving
results, we should not observe only respondents in our treatment arm prefer-
ring taller buildings over shorter ones.

In survey 2, we followed up with questions about costly behavioral inten-
tions. These include: would attend a meeting to voice their opinion, would
write to their local elected official, and what they would write (we count
the number of words).”?® When the building doesn’t fit, respondents are 7
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percentage points (14.7%) more likely to say they would attend a meeting or
write their local elected official compared to the identical control buildings
(p<.05). This effect is larger still among frequent local voters (13 percentage
points, or 30.2%, p<.05) and null among infrequent local voters.?' These
intentions are unaffected when the building fits.”> While buildings that fit
and don’t fit elicit symmetric effects on atfitudes, only buildings that don’t
fit affect behavioral intentions. This may help explain why opponents are
overrepresented in local meetings (Einstein, Glick and Palmer 2019a; Sahn
2025). Opponents may take action against buildings that don’t fit their neigh-
borhood, while supporters of denser or modern buildings do not.*?

Who Cares About Neighborhood Context? Subgroup Effects

Whose preferences are affected by neighborhood context? We focus on two
theoretically relevant cleavages in the urban politics literature: homeowners
vs. renters, and urbanites vs suburbanites.

Homeowners have long been theorized to oppose new housing develop-
ment due to financial self-interest, as new housing may pose a risk to their
property values (Fischel 2005). Findings for renters are mixed. Some studies
argue they are natural proponents of new supply, as new supply can reduce
rents (Marble and Nall 2021) while other studies find that renters sometimes
oppose new housing, perhaps due to fear of gentrification or displacement, or
general skepticism that new supply reduces housing prices (Elmendorf, Nall
and Oklobdzija 2025; Hankinson 2018; Hankinson, Magazinnik and Sands
2024). What do these findings suggest about homeowners’ and renters’ con-
textual development preferences? There is some evidence that suggests neigh-
borhood “look and feel” affect the price of housing, with more architecturally
homogenous neighborhoods having higher property values (Lindenthal 2020;
Sachdeva, Fotheringham and Li 2022). If this is true (or, perceived as true)
and homeowners’ preferences are driven by self-interest, homeowners may
be more responsive to buildings which fit, as this could improve their home
values. Conversely, renters may be less responsive, as buildings which fit
may raise rents.

Figure 5 shows the results. The effect of buildings which fit and don’t fit
(compared to the no-context control) is the same for homeowners and rent-
ers.>* This suggests that concerns over property values and rents are not driv-
ing our treatment effect. While we did not ask about anticipated impacts on
housing prices, for financially self-interested concerns to be driving our
results, renters should anticipate that buildings which fit decrease rents while
buildings which don’t fit increase rent compared to the same buildings with-
out context (as a reminder, we held all attributes other than neighborhood con-
text fixed, including rent and affordability levels which were precisely defined
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Figure 5. Treatment effect of neighborhood context, by subgroups.

Note: Intercept varies at the CSA level, clustered standard errors as the CSA level.
Models control for survey number. 90% confidence intervals in bold, 95% confidence
intervals in caps.

dollar amounts). The opposite should be true of homeowners. Given that
recent literature has shown that homeowners and renters alike are skeptical
of the ability of new construction to change housing prices (Elmendorf,
Nall and Oklobdzija 2025), we find it unlikely that financial self-interest is
driving our results, although we cannot conclusively rule out that this is the
case.

The drastically different land-use regimes between suburbia and cities
have long been a focus of urban politics scholars. That research documents
the creation of suburbia and explores the motives behind the creation of
exclusionary low-density zoning (Brouwer and Trounstine 2024; Sahn
2025; Schuetz 2009; Trounstine 2018, 2020). The suburban—urban cleav-
age in public opinion about housing development is less well documented
but has garnered increasing attention at the national level (Rodden 2019).
For example, symbolic attitudes about cities better explain opposition to
new housing than homeownership (Broockman, Elmendorf and Kalla
2024). Additionally, suburbanites have strong antidensity preferences
and a strong affinity toward the suburban status quo, and many specifically
moved to suburbs to seek a lower density way of life (Ternullo 2024).
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Finally, while Trounstine (2023) finds no difference in support for apart-
ment buildings based on urban or suburban respondent location, suburban-
ites do prefer single-family homes. Based on these findings, we
hypothesize that suburbanites operate with a mental model that new build-
ings should fit. Buildings that don’t fit violate these expectations, thereby
activating opposition. The opposite is true for urbanites, who would not
expect all buildings to have similar style and height. For them, buildings
that fit the neighborhood are less expected but nevertheless preferred if
offered. Thus, we hypothesized that urbanites will reward development
that fits and suburbanites will penalize development that doesn’t fit.>>

As Figure 5 shows, the results are somewhat consistent with that expecta-
tion. Buildings which fit see increased support among urban respondents.
Buildings which don’t fit see lower support among suburbanites. That said,
the fit effects for urban and suburban respondents are not statistically distin-
guishable. Urbanites and suburbanites are similarly responsive to fit.

Appendix Figure 5 also shows that the effects of neighborhood context for
buildings which fit and don’t are roughly similar by party identification, age,
and race. Together, these suggest that contextual development preferences are
widely held across many demographic and political cleavages. While we can-
not rule out alternative mechanisms, such as symbolic or racial considerations
of who will inhabit new buildings, these findings help assuage concerns about
alternative mechanisms, rather than preferences for contextual development
specifically, driving our findings.*®

How Strong Are Contextual Development Preferences? Imposing
Realistic Trade-offs

We found that citizens reward buildings which fit and penalize buildings
which don’t fit the architectural context of neighborhoods. However, policy
experts underscore that solving the housing crisis requires additional density,
which often requires development which doesn’t fit. Taller multifamily devel-
opment decreases marginal costs from additional floors (Eriksen and Orlando
2022). Additionally, a building’s shell and facade often make up around
25%-30% of total hard construction costs, and traditional building materials
like brick are more expensive (Hoyt and Schuetz 2020). Therefore, traditional
and short buildings carry a higher cost. The result is that development which
fits the architectural context of neighborhoods often houses fewer people and
may be less affordable. We ask whether contextual development preferences
give way to trade-offs in cost and benefit. Does imposing a cost erode support
for buildings which fit? By the same token, does opposition to buildings
which don’t fit soften with compensation?
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Table 3. Trade-offs Experiment Design.

Treatment (With Neighborhood

Context) Control (No Context)
Baseline Building A Building B Building A Building B
Fits Doesn’t Fit 5-story 10-story modern
5-story 10-story modern traditional
traditional
Cost + $500,000 to  Same as baseline + $500,000 to  Same as baseline
developer developer
Benefit  Same as + $500,000 for ~ Same as + $500,000 for
baseline community baseline community

To answer these questions, in survey 2, we showed each respondent two
buildings they had seen before. All respondents saw the same two buildings:
a 5-story traditional building (A), and a 10-story modern building (B). Control
respondents saw these two buildings without context, while treatment respon-
dents saw these same buildings with context, as they had before. Building A
fits, while Building B doesn’t fit. We asked respondents to choose A or
B. Then, we exposed respondents to two additional conditions in random
order—"‘cost” and “benefit’—and asked them to choose between the same two
buildings after each condition. In the benefit condition, we informed respondents
that new buildings sometimes provide community benefits such as contributions
to a park, that traditional style buildings are more expensive and have less money
left for such benefits, and the modern building will provide $500,000 in commu-
nity benefits while the traditional building will not. In the cost condition, we
informed respondents that local governments sometimes help new buildings
cover construction costs with grants or tax cuts paid for by tax increases or service
cuts, that traditional buildings are more expensive, and the traditional building
will be given $500,000 while the modern building will not?’ (see
Appendix D2. Survey 2 for question wording). These trade-offs mimic realistic
trade-offs. Community benefit agreements are more typical for larger buildings,
while smaller buildings which fit are typically more costly to taxpayers (see
Table 3).%® As a result, we do not fully randomize (i.e., we do not provide a com-
munity benefit agreement for the shorter traditional building) because our aim is
to test what it would take to pull people away from buildings which fit.

We hypothesized that costs inflicted by the building which fits, and bene-
fits offered by the building which doesn’t fit, mute the preference toward
buildings that fit and eliminate the effect of context.?’ Figure 6 displays our
results. First, in the baseline condition, we see the expected, familiar prefer-
ence for fit. Specifically, in the baseline question, where respondents are
asked to choose between the building which fits and the building which
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Figure 6. Preference for building which fits, by cost/benefit Condition and by
context treatment.

Note: Intercept varies at the respondent level, clustered standard errors as the
respondent level. 95% confidence intervals in caps.

does not fit, respondents in the treatment arm chose the building that fits more
often—by 12 percentage points relative to the control arm—replicating our
findings that context matters.

When we impose a cost for the building which fits, support for that build-
ing falls by 12 percentage points in the treatment group and 13 percentage
points in the control group. Likewise, when we provide a benefit from the
building which doesn’t fit, support for the building which fits falls, by 18 per-
centage points in the treatment group and 16 percentage points in the control
group.®® Costs and benefits do soften support for buildings that fit, as
expected.

However, while citizens are responsive to these trade-offs, the treatment
effect of neighborhood context remains robust. The 12 point context effect
in the baseline hardly differs from the 13 and 9 point effects in the cost and
benefit conditions.®' This disconfirms our expectation that trade-offs elimi-
nate contextual effects. Contextual development preferences persist in the
face of competing considerations. Moreover, buildings which fit remain pop-
ular even with these trade-offs: even in the benefit condition, where the loss of
support for the building that fits is greatest, 58% of respondents still support
that building (51% in our weighted sample—see Appendix Table B4).
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Finally, one may wonder whether decisions about specific buildings say
much about policy preferences. To address this concern, we asked respon-
dents if they would support or oppose each of a list of hypothetical policies
in their city. Two relate directly to contextual development: (1) contextual
zoning (“pass housing rules that require new apartments to fit into the existing
neighborhood height and style”) and (2) historic districting (“pass housing
rules that stop the demolition of existing buildings in historic neighborhoods
and require local government approval for all new construction). We recode
the 4-point response scales into binary support or opposition for each
policy.>* We find large majority support for these contextual policies: 84%
support contextual zoning (SD =0.37), and 82% support historic districting
(SD=0.38). These are among the most popular of all housing policies we
surveyed (see Appendix Table B2).>* Moreover, these policy preferences
correlate with building fit preferences: respondents who chose buildings
that fit over buildings that don’t fit are 15 points more supportive of contextual
zoning and 13 points more supportive of historic districting (see
Appendix Table BS). Finally, these policy preferences for contextual zoning
and historic districting are not an artifact of generalized opposition to housing
or “NIMBYism”; support for these policies is identical among opponents and
supporters of upzoning, a policy allowing more development citywide (see
Appendix Table B5).**?

Discussion

Our findings help advance our understanding of public opinion about housing
development. Consistent with many prior studies, we find that citizens dislike
dense development. However, unlike prior studies, we find that preferences
over the density of new buildings respond to existing neighborhood density.
That is, citizens have contextual development preferences. They do not
oppose large buildings only because they dislike large buildings. In fact,
they prefer somewhat larger buildings that fit over smaller buildings that
don’t fit the neighborhood context. If citizens’ opposition to density was
solely driven by concerns over congestion or neighborhood demographic
change, then preferences over building height should not change with neigh-
borhood context, and yet we find they do. While our analysis cannot defini-
tively rule out self-interested expectations over property values and rents,
our control arm holds those concerns constant by showing the identical build-
ing with the identical number of units, rent, and affordability levels. In addi-
tion, homeowners do not disproportionately prefer buildings that fit over
renters. Taken together, the results suggest that respondents support buildings
which fit as a value in-and-of-itself.
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The existence of contextual development preferences has implications for
the prospects of land-use regulatory change and the persistence of segrega-
tion. Past decisions over land-use regulations can “lock in” said regulations
through path dependence (Mahoney 2000). Land-use regulations have a pro-
found, long-term impact on the built-environment (Shertzer, Twinam and
Walsh 2018). We show that the neighborhoods created by these regulations
anchor preferences over new development. This seems to be particularly
salient in suburbs, where development which don’t fit may face particular
challenges (Schuetz 2009). We show such developments mobilize costly
political behavior, including meeting attendance and contacting local repre-
sentatives. Therefore, neighborhoods created by exclusionary zoning regula-
tions of the past can be difficult to change. Even if citizens no longer harbor
explicitly racially exclusionary attitudes—an attitude linked to the initial
adoption of many stringent land-use regulations—their desire for contextual
fit makes densification difficult, limiting the opportunity for newcomers to
move into high opportunity neighborhoods, further entrenching racial and
economic segregation (Sahn 2025; Trounstine 2020).

Seemingly innocuous contextual preferences for buildings that fit may
already be influencing policy design. For example, in an op-ed announcing
their plan for new affordable housing, Representative Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Tina Smith argued that “we know that housing
looks a lot different in Bemidji, Minn., than in the Bronx. It shouldn’t be a
one-size-fits-all approach. That’s why our bill would task local govern-
ments ... with developing homes that blend seamlessly into the landscape
of the town and fit the needs of the people living in them.”*® (Emphasis
added). Moreover, we find that policies that respect neighborhood context
are very popular. We find that 84% and 82% of respondents support contex-
tual zoning and historic districting regulations, respectively. Support is high
even among increasingly relevant supporters of pro-density policies, often
called YIMBYs (for “yes-in-my-backyard”), suggesting that preferences for
contextual development are not simply tapping NIMBY opposition to all
housing. However, these contextual policies often end up restricting develop-
ment. For example, the contextual zoning regulations adopted in many
(primary lower-density affluent) neighborhoods in New York City or historic
districts adopted in many cities nationwide deepen the housing affordability
crisis and entrench racial and economic segregation (Bologna Pavlik and
Zhou 2023; Dublin-Boc 2023; McCabe and Ellen 2016; Rothwell and
Massey 2009; Trounstine 2020; Zhou 2021). While the preference toward
contextual development may be innocuous, the consequences of context-
preserving regulations are not.

Our findings imply that policy makers should consider the future implica-
tions of land-use decisions. Policy makers should be careful to design current
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regulations in such a way that they do not preclude future densification. For
example, encouraging a diversity of building heights and styles in new devel-
opment districts rather than zoning for uniformity could help soften future
opposition to dense development. However, altering current regulations is
likely difficult, as our findings reinforce the sense that there are no easy
ways to increase support for dense multifamily housing. Solving the housing
affordability crisis involves construction that is not a perfect match for exist-
ing neighborhoods, requiring greater densities (Ahlfeldt, Baum-Snow and
Jedwab 2023).%>7 Since traditional building materials are more expensive
than modern alternatives, and given the very small improvements in public
support for traditional over modern styles, it’s perhaps no surprise that archi-
tects and developers often chose more modern building styles. While creating
community benefit agreements for buildings which don’t fit did improve sup-
port in our surveys, most of our respondents still preferred the building which
fit, suggesting that the amount of money necessary for denser development to
overcome opposition may in many cases be economically infeasible
(Hankinson and de Benedictis-Kessner 2024). That said, a more hopeful con-
clusion might be that even in low density areas, “out of scale” buildings still
have decent support, despite being twice as tall as the neighborhood, modern,
and having no parking.

Finally, for scholars of public opinion around housing development, we
hope our findings and methodological choices help inform future work.
Scholars who want to understand public opinion about density should be care-
ful to avoid inadvertently picking up neighborhood context effects, particu-
larly when new developments are being evaluated in a respondent’s own
neighborhood. Asking respondents about the density of their neighborhoods,
and custom tailoring building proposals as ratios of existing surroundings,
rather than comparing absolute levels, may help sharpen estimates for prefer-
ences around density and help avoid conflating these preferences with those
anchored by neighborhood context. Additionally, we find little evidence
that our inclusion of images helped reduce variance in our outcome (see
Appendix Table C1) and find that building style has little independent effect.
Respondents seem to be capable of giving high quality preferences over new
housing development from text-only descriptions, even if images are more
externally valid, lessening the need for images unless there is a theoretically
relevant reason for their inclusion (such as interest in neighborhood context or
stylistic effects).

This paper measures citizen preferences about building style and height,
and how contextual information about existing neighborhoods alters develop-
ment preferences. We present a novel research strategy that isolates this inter-
active effect of neighborhood context on building preferences. This
demonstrates how preferences over new development are dependent on
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context, informed by past land-use decisions. This adds a new explanation to
our understanding of motives behind opposition to new dense housing.
Additionally, this study suggests that contextual development preferences
may make existing land-use regulations particularly hard to modify and helps
inform future research that should be cognizant of how treatments interact
with existing respondent-level neighborhood conditions.
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Notes

1.

]

10.

11.

12.

13.

The lack of housing supply is particularly acute in large cities with high economic
opportunity, such as, New York, San Francisco, or Boston, but has increasingly
afflicted smaller cities or towns (Gyourko et al. 2013).

. Even in urban centers, which offer a large number of high-quality jobs and gen-

erate substantial demand for housing, stringent land-use regulations and opposi-
tion to new multifamily housing have constrained the supply of housing and
created shortages of dense housing (Gyourko et al. 2021; Hsieh and Moretti
2019).

. This study had two stylistic levels: “traditional style, like other local buildings,”

and “a new modern style.”

. This study defines a building proposal as a fit if the target area (1) has at least give

buildings, (2) one of which was build post-1992, and (3) one is a residential build-
ing. Otherwise, the buildings do not fit.

. A common term used by opponents of new housing is that new housing is

“out-of-scale” Talen (2024).

. We triple the number of units as we double the number of floors, to account for the

fact that building area increases as a cubic function. This follows the density to
height rule used by Hankinson & de Benedictis-Kessner (2024).

. These correspond to H1 and H2 in our preanalysis plan: https://osf.io/fsj9z.
. Corresponds to H3 and H5 in the preanalysis plan.
. We used Qualtrics to administer the survey. Respondent recruitment was con-

ducted by survey firm Bovitz-Forthright. This study was approved by the
Princeton University Institutional Review Board Protocol No. 16799.

These areas represent around 180 million Americans. We set this minimum den-
sity threshold to ensure that the images of new developments and their neighbor-
hood contexts are plausible for respondents. This sampling reflects a blend of prior
sampling strategies used by other scholars (Elmendorf et al. 2025; Marble and
Nall 2021; Trounstine 2023). (See Appendix Al. Sampling Strategy for more
details).

In all analyses, we include a dummy variable for the survey number to account for
time-varying effects across the surveys. Respondents of survey 1 were excluded
from taking survey 2.

The number of units increased proportionately with height such that 2-story
buildings had 3 units, 4-story had 9 units, 5-story had 30 units, and 10-story
had 90 units.

In Survey 1, we included an additional between-subjects pure control arm, which
did not see any images and evaluated text only (N = 308). We used this arm to
evaluate the effect of style, by comparing support for same height buildings with-
out images against the no-context control with images. We also pre-registered (H6
in the preanalysis plan) a comparison of the standard deviations to assess if
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15.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

showing images reduces the variance in support. We found no difference between
the no-image pure control and the control with images. The results are in
Appendix C. Pre-Registered Analyses.

. All treatment neighborhoods show the traditional style and vary neighborhood

height: we use a low-density neighborhood where the prevailing height is 2-sto-
ries, and a medium-density neighborhood where the prevailing height is 5-stories.
We restrict the 2-and-4 story buildings to the low-density neighborhood, and the
S5-and-10 story buildings to the medium-density neighborhood. The pictured
neighborhoods are Lincoln Park, Chicago (low-density neighborhood) and
Upper West Side, New York City (medium-density neighborhood), as they are
traditional style neighborhoods that have been historically designated and are
reflective of the types of places where proposals for new apartment buildings
face considerable resistance.

To account for treatment variation at the CSA level (affordability and rent levels),
we cluster standard errors at the CSA level and run across-respondent models with
random intercepts at the CSA level (results are robust to other model specifica-
tions, such as OLS or fixed effects at the CSA level).

. We also measured demographics, political participation, and attention and data

quality checks.

. In a separate task among our pure control arm, we asked respondents to evaluate

the attractiveness of our buildings on a scale from “very unattractive” to “very
attractive”. We found they rated the modern building as more attractive, by 8.4
percentage points (14.8%).

This analysis combines low and medium neighborhood density. We preregistered
a separate analysis of each neighborhood density, but since they yield similar
results, we have combined the two for ease of interpretation.

This effect is similar across the low- and medium- density neighborhoods,
although only statistically significant at the p <.05 level for the low-density neigh-
borhood. See Figure B3 in Appendix B. Additional Figures.

To reduce survey length and avoid respondent fatigue, respondents were only
followed-up about buildings most relevant for them: for suburbanites, low-density
buildings, for urbanites, medium-density buildings. We also only follow-up on
buildings which fit the context and do not fit the context, dropping the follow-up
questions for partial fits.

This subgroup analysis was not preregistered. Frequent local voters are respon-
dents who identified they vote “often” or “always” in local elections.

The effect is also null among frequent (8.6 percentage points, p = .155) and infre-
quent local voters (—6.3 percentage points, p = 0.152).

Preference intensity shows a similar pattern to behavioral intention. We
asked opponents if they would rather see something built but with modifications,
or nothing built. Buildings which fit see no change in intense opposition,
whereas buildings which don’t fit see a 5-percentage point increase in respondents
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24.

25.
26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

saying they would rather see nothing built at all (p < .05). See
Appendix Figure B4.

Partial fit conditions (not shown) are similarly null among the subgroups. We did
not pre-register a prediction by homeownership status.

Corresponds to H12 and H13 in the pre-analysis plan for survey 2.

For example, it’s possible that respondents may have racialized interpenetrations
of fit (such as preference for racial homophily) given that our treatment neighbor-
hood images are taken from places which are affluent and White. However, our
treatment effects are similar among White Republicans as they are among
White Democrats and non-White Democrats. Alternatively, recent scholarship
suggests age is a powerful predictor of “yes-in-my-backyard” (YIMBY) attitudes
(Holleran 2020; Einstein et al. 2025), but we find similar treatment effects across
all our age groups.

We hold fixed the value of both the cost and benefit at $500,000, based on values
in Hankinson and de Benedictis-Kessner (2024).

We randomized whether the building receiving the cost or benefit appears on the
left or right of the screen, so building labels A or B are flipped for some respon-
dents, to avoid nuisance effects.

Corresponds to Hypotheses H9 and H10 in the preanalysis plan.

There is no statistically significant difference between the cost and benefit
conditions.

These effects in the cost and benefit conditions are statistically significant at
the .01 and .05 levels, respectively.

“Strongly support” or “somewhat support” is coded 1, and “strongly oppose”
is “somewhat oppose” are 0. We exclude respondents who skipped the
question.

In both surveys, we asked all respondents about their support for: historic preser-
vation, contextual zoning (where new buildings must fit with surrounding neigh-
borhoods), bans on new housing (similar to the San Francisco Proposition
featured in Hankinson (2018)), and upzoning (allowing for denser housing, for
both smaller and larger development). The combined N for these five policies is
about 1,550. In survey 1, respondents were also asked about other policies,
reported in Appendix Table B2.

Our measure of support for upzoning is: “Pass housing rules that allow property
owners to build large apartment buildings on any residential lot, such as towers or
other high-rises.”

We preregistered but did not find treatment effects on support for any policies. See
Appendix Table C2.

Ocasio-Cortez, A. and Smith, T. (Sept. 18, 2024). “Our Solution to the Housing
Crisis.” The New York Times.

We do not find, for example, that changing the style of denser development to
match the existing neighborhood does much to improve public support, with
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the independent effect of style matching neighborhood surroundings being small,
only 1.9 percentage points. The negative impact of density far outweighs any
improvement in support harmonizing style.
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