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Abstract
Virtually every city in the United States bans multifamily homes in at least
some neighborhoods, and in many cities most residential land is restricted
to single family homes. This is the case even though many metropolitan
areas are facing skyrocketing housing costs and increased environmental deg-
radation that could be alleviated by denser housing supply. Some scholars
have argued that an unrepresentative set of vocal development opponents
are the culprits behind this collective action failure. Yet, recent work sug-
gests that opposition to density may be widespread. In this research note,
I use a conjoint survey experiment to provide evidence that preferences
for single-family development are ubiquitous. Across every demographic sub-
group analyzed, respondents preferred single-family home developments by
a wide margin. Relative to single family homes, apartments are viewed as
decreasing property values, increasing crime rates, lowering school quality,
increasing traffic, and decreasing desirability.
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The 1926 Supreme Court decision Euclid versus Ambler upheld the right of
cities to use their police powers to regulate how and where development
would occur within their borders. In his opinion, Justice Sutherland famously
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described the apartment house as, “often a mere parasite, constructed in order
to take advantage of the open spaces and attractive surroundings created by
the residential character of the district.” Today, many communities through-
out the United States appear to agree with Justice Sutherland’s assessment.
Virtually every city in the United States bans multifamily homes in at least
some neighborhoods, and in many cities most residential land is restricted
to single family homes (Badger and Bui 2019). This is the case even
though many metropolitan areas are facing skyrocketing housing costs and
increased environmental degradation that could be alleviated by denser
housing supply. Some scholars have argued that an unrepresentative set of
vocal development opponents are the culprits behind this collective action
failure. Yet, recent work suggests that opposition to density may be wide-
spread. In this research note, I provide evidence that preferences for single-
family development are ubiquitous. I provide evidence that communities
seek to block apartment buildings as a way to prevent a host of perceived neg-
ative outcomes from befalling their community.

I use a conjoint survey experiment to investigate the attributes of develop-
ment that are most (and least) likely to be selected by a representative sample
of residents from metropolitan areas in the United States. Estimates of mar-
ginal means from the conjoint reveal that respondents have a strong prefer-
ence for single-family homes and a clear dis-preference for apartments,
even after accounting for the racial and income makeup of the proposed
development. I explore potential demographic differences in priorities over
development attributes. While I identify some variation, the overall picture
that emerges is that all subgroups prefer single-family development. Then,
I investigate the rationale behind these preferences. Relative to single
family homes, apartments are viewed as decreasing property values, increas-
ing crime rates, lowering school quality, increasing traffic, and decreasing
desirability.

Development Preferences

One of the most significant policy making arenas for local governments is
land use regulation. In regulating the uses of land, cities can dictate what
(if anything) gets built, where it gets built, what the buildings look like,
and the quality of the buildings. Starting in the 1970s municipalities began
to use land use regulations more forcefully to limit and exclude development
(Been 2018; Elmendorf 2019; Fischel 2001).

Scholars have endeavored to determine who opposes development and to
theorize about their reasons for doing so. Cross-sectional survey data reveals
that housing consumers prefer “suburban developments with large lots and
wide streets,” (Myers and Gearin 2001). Some research links land use
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regulation and the share of low-income residents and residents of color in a
community. A lack of poor and/or minority residents is taken as prima
fascia evidence of exclusion. Pendall (2000) shows that communities that
restrict residential development to fewer than eight units per acre, have
lower amounts of rental housing and lower shares of Black and Latino resi-
dents than communities that do not restrict density. Bates and Santerre
(1994) find that restrictive residential zoning is more likely in cities that
abut a central city with a large share of poor residents. Pogodzinski and
Sass (1994) find that communities with higher median incomes are more
likely to have minimum lot size requirements for residential development.
They conclude from this evidence that exclusionary zoning is likely a tool
used by higher income residents to maintain economic homogeneity.
Consistent with these findings, Rothwell and Massey (2010) and
Trounstine (2018) show that when suburbs restrict the density of develop-
ment, metropolitan areas have higher levels of income segregation. Yet, the
intent behind these strategies is difficult to uncover with aggregate, observa-
tional data because the outcome (restricting development to low density
housing) is consistent with several possible motivations, including a prefer-
ence for single-family development.

Other research is focused on residents’ attitudes toward development. Pendall
(1999) reviews letters voicing concerns over specific development projects in
the Bay Area and finds that multifamily projects and those containing affordable
units generated more objection than did single-family developments and market
rate proposals. Analyzing minutes from planning and zoning board meetings,
Einstein, Glick and Palmer (2020) find that community participants overwhelm-
ingly opposed new housing. They show that these objectors were more likely to
be male, longtime residents, voters, homeowners, and older than the general
public. Trounstine (2020) finds that neighborhoods with more homeowners,
wealthy, and white residents are more likely to vote for development restriction.
Tighe (2012) demonstrates that negative race and class stereotypes are correlated
with opposition to affordable housing. So, the research seems clear that higher
socio-economic status residents, who are the most vocal and active participants
in local politics, generally oppose higher density development.

However, while advantaged residents may dislike development more
intensely, it is not clear that making the process more representative would
increase development of multifamily housing. Indeed, Hankinson and
Magazinnik (2020) show that in segregated cities where electoral rules
expand representation for minority neighborhoods, new housing supply
decreased overall, and particularly decreased in neighborhoods that gained
representation. Other scholars have shown that both renters and homeowners,
and liberals and conservatives dislike spatially concentrated higher density
development (Hankinson 2018; Marble and Nall 2019).
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We still have more to learn about how development preferences vary
across subgroups and whether high density development serves as a proxy
for other features of development (such as the racial or poverty composition
of the residents). I use new experimental survey data to reveal that the pref-
erence for single family development is widespread. I find no significant dif-
ferences in the likelihood of selecting single-family developments by race,
partisanship, education, income, political participation, age, or housing
density at the zip code level. I do find that the preference for single-family
development is stronger among people who live in suburbs as opposed to
central cities, ideological conservatives as opposed to liberals, people who
currently live in single-family homes compared to apartment dwellers,
respondents with larger families, and homeowners versus renters. However,
all subgroups prefer single-family housing to apartments.

Experimental Design

To uncover priorities among residents’ views on development, I conducted a
survey experiment through Qualtrics in the spring of 2019.1 The survey was
restricted to adults who live in Census defined metropolitan areas. I have a
total of 645 respondents who made more than 5,000 choices. Participants
were recruited to a research panel through website intercept recruitment,
member referrals, targeted email lists, gaming sites, customer loyalty web
portals, permission-based networks, and social media. Participants were veri-
fied through a double-opt-in process and were invited to take part in surveys
for an incentive. Qualtrics used quotas to ensure that the final panel was rep-
resentative of aggregate metropolitan demographics among adults along race,
gender, and educational lines. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the
sample compared to the 2010 Census for all census tracts contained within
metropolitan areas. Although these demographics were not used for panel
recruitment quotas, Table 1 also includes descriptive statistics for renters,
central city residency, and partisanship.

Table 1 reveals that demographics of the sample of 645 respondents is
similar to the demographics of adults in metropolitan areas in the United
States.

Respondents were told that researchers are interested in how people evaluate
housing developments and that they would be asked to select between two hypo-
thetical developments and also to say how they expect several housing develop-
ments to affect their neighborhood. The survey utilized a conjoint design.
According to recent work by Abramson, Kocak and Magazinnik (2019), con-
joint designs capture both intensity and ranking of choices by respondents.
This is ideal in an analysis of housing preferences – because a vocal, intense
minority can play an outsized role in land use politics (Einstein, Glick and
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Palmer 2020). I asked respondents to select between Development A and
Development B, where developments varied across six characteristics: type,
size, racial composition, share reserved for low-income residents, monthly
cost, and parking. Attributes for development characteristics were randomly
populated. Table 2 summarizes the experimental design.

My primary focus here is on to the selection or rejection of a development
based on the type of housing.2 The other five characteristics are included to

Table 1. Representativeness of Survey Demographics.

Qualtrics Sample Census

% Male 48% 48%
% White 69% 68%
% Black 11% 12%
% Latino 13% 14%
% Other Race 7% 6%
% College Graduate 27% 28%
% Renter 26% 35%
% Central City 42% 40%
% Democrat 46% 46%1

% Independent 12% 14%
% Republican 42% 39%

1These data are from the 2012 American National Election Study.

Table 2. Conjoint Survey Design.

Development Characteristic Randomly Assigned Attributes

Development Type Apartments/Condos2

Townhomes or duplexes
Single-family houses

Number of units 18; 40; 150
Expected Racial Makeup 50% white; 50% people of color

75% white; 25% people of color
96% white; 4% people of color

% Reserved for Low Income residents 0%; 10%; 25%
Expected Monthly Cost (Rent/Mortgage+
Taxes)

$282-$4,002

Planned Parking for Residents No; Yes

2A mixed-use (apartments/condos and business spaces) attribute was also included but revealed
no difference from the apartment/condo treatment. For presentation purposes these categories
are combined.
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account for possible alternative explanations. That is, residents might reject
apartment complexes because they imagine that they are likely to house
low-income residents or encourage street parking. By adding these potential
rationales for rejection, I endeavor to separate rejection of multi-family devel-
opment from these other explanations. To increase the plausibility of the
survey, I tied the values shown in expected monthly rent/mortgage costs to
respondents’ area median income (AMI).3 The mean monthly cost shown
was $1,457. I allowed all combinations of profiles to occur.4

Before being shown any developments, respondents were asked their race,
gender, education level, and their opinion on housing costs in their area. Next,
respondents read a prompt about housing shortages and development trade-
offs.5 They were instructed to “Imagine that your city government is consid-
ering a proposal to build new residential homes near your neighborhood. You
will be presented with different development scenarios. Pick the one that you
prefer.” After being presented with a pair of development proposals, respond-
ents were required to choose one.6 They repeated this task 4 times. Then,
respondents were presented with a single development and asked to evaluate
how it would affect various neighborhood outcomes. They repeated this task
3 times. The survey ended with a set of questions probing their political par-
ticipation and affiliation, opinions on several policy areas, and demographics.

Development Preferences

To determine whether housing type is associated with selection/rejection of
developments, I utilize data from the portion of the experiment in which
respondents were asked to choose (4 times) between Development A and
Development B, where the attributes of the two developments were randomly
varied. I analyze whether a particular development was Selected or Not
Selected. I regress this Development Selection variable on the characteristics
presented for each development, including Type, Racial Makeup,
Low-Income Reservation, Size, Planned Parking, and unit Cost in thousands
of dollars.

I estimate ordinary least squares regression with errors clustered by
respondent. Figure 1 plots the Average Marginal Component
Effect (AMCE) for each attribute value among all respondents
(Hainmueller, Hopkins and Yamamoto 2014). The AMCE is the average
change in the probability that the respondent selected the development
when it featured a given attribute value compared to the baseline attribute
value. Coefficients are statistically significantly different from the baseline
when the confidence interval does not cross the vertical line at zero.7

The figure makes clear that respondents revealed a strong tendency to select
developments comprised of single-family homes. However, as Leeper, Hobolt
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and Tilley (2020) explain, a positive AMCE on a development attribute does not
reveal overall levels of support or opposition to the attribute. In order to recover
preferences, it is necessary to compute marginal means. I find that respondents
demonstrate a strong preference for single-family developments. Predicted prob-
abilities reveal that a single-family development had about a 59 percent chance
of being selected, compared to a 45 percent chance for apartments.8 The prefer-
ence for single-family homes (and dis-preference for apartments) holds even
when the racial and poverty makeup of the development is made explicit.
Respondents also revealed a strong dis-preference for expensive housing and
for developments that lacked parking. Developments with the highest
monthly costs only had a 24 percent chance of selection, while developments
with the median monthly cost were selected about 51 percent of the time.
Developments lacking parking were selected about 44 percent of the time, com-
pared to 56 percent for developments with parking.

Group Differences

To explore how different subgroups view single-family homes and apart-
ments, I regress selection on an interaction between respondents’ demo-
graphic traits and the development type. As shown in on-line Appendix

Figure 1. Aggregate preferences over development attributes.

Trounstine 7



Tables A2–A10, I find no significant interaction effect for racial group, party
id, age, income, education, racial resentment, voter registration, paying atten-
tion to politics, or zip code level housing unit density.9 Table 3 presents the
marginal means for the interaction effects that were significant (full regression
results presented in Appendix Tables A11–A15). It shows the predicted prob-
ability of selecting a development if the development type was apartments/
condos versus single-family homes, with all other variables held at their
mean values (standard errors are shown in parentheses).

The results in – Table 3 are consistent with existing research that shows
stronger preferences against dense development among high socio-economic
status residents (e.g., home- owners, those who live in single family, suburban
homes). But the bigger story is that NO group selected apartments more than
50 percent of the time; all groups preferred single-family developments by a
considerable margin. The same is true for the subgroups that did not produce
significant interaction effects. For instance (as shown in Appendix
Table A16), Black, Latino, and lower-income residents all preferred single
family developments greater than 50 percent of the time.

Theoretical Mechanisms

Why do respondents overwhelmingly prefer single family home develop-
ments? Existing literature offers several possible rationales. One possibility

Table 3. Significant Differences in Preferences Across Demographic Groups.

Group

Predicted Probability
of Selecting Development:
Apartment

Predicted Probability of
Selecting Development:
Single Family Home

Suburban location 0.45 (0.01) 0.63 (0.02)
Central City

Location
0.46 (0.01) 0.54 (0.02)

Live in single-family
home

0.44 (0.01) 0.62 (0.01)

Live in multi-family
home

0.49 (0.01) 0.53 (0.02)

Conservative
ideology

0.44 (0.01) 0.63 (0.02)

Liberal ideology 0.46 (0.01) 0.56 (0.02)
Homeowner 0.45 (0.01) 0.61 (0.01)
Renter 0.48 (0.01) 0.55 (0.02)
Household Size: 3+ 0.45 (0.02) 0.63 (0.03)
Household Size:1 0.47 (0.01) 0.54 (0.02)
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is that residents seek to restrict development in order to “cartelize housing
supply,” (Ellickson 1973). By limiting the density of housing, residents
who currently own houses may benefit from increased prices for their prop-
erties (Gyourko, Saiz and Summers 2008; Saiz 2010). A second possibility
is that prohibiting apartments is a means to limit congestion. As local
public goods are only available to the people who buy or rent housing in
the community proximate to their provision, land use regulations can
prevent congestion and maintain the quality of public goods by restricting
the density of housing in a community (Banzhaf 2014; Banzhaf and
Mangum 2020). Finally, the preference for single-family homes may be an
attempt to shape the who has access to a community. Local taxes are
largely derived from property; and poorer households may have an incentive
to buy or rent small houses in rich communities (Hamilton 1975). Their entry
into the community equates to a transfer of funds from richer households
because the benefits they receive in public goods are worth more than they
pay in property taxes. Thus, public goods financing becomes a redistributive
transfer. The preference for single-family homes may be a mechanism to
prevent redistribution by requiring a minimum level of housing consumption.
Furthermore, the quality of many local public goods, like education, public
health, and public safety, are affected by the characteristics of one’s neighbors
(Oates 1981; Schwab and Oates 1991). Even a service as mundane as code
inspection will yield higher quality outcomes the fewer violators there are
in a community. If residents believe that people who live in high-density
housing are more likely to produce negative peer effects than people who
live in low-density housing, they are likely to want to restrict high density
housing.

In this section, I turn to assessing respondents’ perceived effect of devel-
opment attributes on neighborhood outcomes to clarify the underlying
reasons for support/opposition. Is it the maintenance of property values?
An effort to limit congestion? A means to prevent redistribution? An
attempt to minimize negative peer-effects? Or perhaps, some combination
of these motives? Respondents were presented with a single development
(with randomly populated attributes) and then asked to agree or disagree
with six statements intended to gauge different possible mechanisms. They
repeated this task 3 times. Table 4 provides the details of this design.

Respondents could Strongly Disagree, Somewhat Disagree, Neither
Disagree nor Agree, Somewhat Agree, or Strongly Agree with each statement
and their responses were rescaled to vary from 0 to 1. Neighborhood outcome
assessments were regressed on the characteristics presented for each develop-
ment. I estimate ordinary least squares regression with errors clustered by
respondent. Figure 2 plots the Average Marginal Component Effect for
each attribute value among all respondents. Here, the AMCE represents the
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average change in the probability that the respondent strongly agrees (as
opposed to strongly disagrees) with the neighborhood outcome statement
when the development featured apartments compared to single-family
homes. Coefficients are statistically significantly different from the baseline
when the confidence interval does not cross the vertical line at zero.

Table 4. Testing Mechanisms.

Statement
Theoretical
Concept

This Development will Lead to More Crime in My
Neighborhood

Peer effects

This Development will Lower the Quality of Schools in My
Neighborhood

Peer effects

This Development will Lower Property Values in My
Neighborhood

Property values

This Development will Increase Traffic in My Neighborhood Congestion
This Development will make Housing More Affordable in My

Neighborhood
Redistribution

This Development will Make my Neighborhood Less Desirable All

Figure 2. Perceived effect of apartments/condos on neighborhood quality.
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Figure 2 reveals that relative to single family development, apartments are
viewed as likely to increase crime, decrease school quality, increase traffic,
decrease property values, and decrease desirability.10 Perhaps equally impor-
tant, there is no single neighborhood effect that stands apart from the others. It
appears that apartments are disliked for a variety of reasons, even after
accounting for their racial makeup, low-income set-asides, and number of
units. It is possible, perhaps even likely, that respondents reacted negatively
to developments with apartments, and then simply rated these developments
lower for all six statements.

The Politics of Land Use

The findings in this research note advance our understanding of the underly-
ing drivers of restrictive local land use regulation. Respondents view the pres-
ence of apartments as bringing down their property values, increasing crime,
decreasing school quality, and decreasing the desirability of their neighbor-
hoods. When offered the opportunity to choose, respondents preferred single-
family homes across all demographic subgroups analyzed. The preference for
low-density appears clear. Contrary to conventional wisdom, it is not just the
preferences of advantaged residents that drive the preponderance of single-
family home development. In fact, the hurdles to building multifamily
housing appear to be complex and intractable. More than 3/4ths of the
respondents in the study asserted that residents should have to approve
major new developments considered by city governments. These results indi-
cate that restrictions on growth, stringent land use regulation, and high
housing costs are all likely consequences of these preferences.

Yet, puzzles remain. The revealed preferences of white and wealthy
Americans clearly suggest a strong dis-preference for mixed race and class
communities as segregation levels remain high. This might lead us to
expect the race and poverty composition of developments to be the most pow-
erful driver of development preferences. Although I find that white respond-
ents prefer whiter developments and wealthier respondents prefer fewer units
reserved for low-income families, development type is a much stronger driver
of choices for these respondents. So, why do people have these negative
views of apartment complexes and those who inhabit them? One attribute
not studied in this experiment is the expectation of the housing tenure of
the future residents. That is, I did not specify whether the development
would be comprised of owners or renters. Research indicates that owner occu-
pied housing is maintained at a higher quality than renter occupied housing
(Hilber 2005; Iwata and Yamaga 2008); what economists call the renter exter-
nality (Henderson and Ioannides 1983). It is possible that residents prefer
their neighbors to be owners rather than renters and believe that this is
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most likely to be ensured when their neighborhood is comprised of single-
family homes rather than apartments/condos. The results showing that
respondents feel that apartments will make their neighborhood less desirable
may point in this direction. Future research should determine the degree to
which opposition to renters underlies housing preferences and could help
build a better understanding of the appropriate policy remedies for a lack of
multifamily housing development.
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Notes

1. This survey was based on a prior survey piloted on Mturk in the spring of 2018.
The experimental protocol was approved by the IRB at University of California,
Merced; IRB #UCM2018-83. The dataset is arranged so that the unit of observa-
tion is the choice made by a respondent.

2. The initial hypotheses for the Mturk pilot survey focused on the expected racial
makeup of the developments. Respondents behaved as predicted – with a dis-
preference for developments that were 50% people of color (See on-line appendix).
However, the Mturk data made clear that the driving force behind development
preferences was development type, not racial makeup. This follow-up survey
was intended to evaluate the earlier exploratory finding. The design in the two
surveys was identical.

3. The federal government has defined affordable housing as that which does not
cost more than 30% of a household’s income and many low-income housing pro-
grams require that recipients earn no more than 60% of the AMI. I combined
these thresholds to calculate a low, middle, and high monthly housing cost for
every zip code in every metro-area in the United States using data from the
2016 American Community Survey. Low cost is equivalent to one twelfth of
30% of the income that equates to 60% of the county’s median annual household
income. Housing in this cost range represents a redistributive transfer. Middle
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cost is equivalent to one twelfth of 30% of the area income. High cost is equiv-
alent to one twelfth of 30% of 140% of the area income. Respondents entered
their zip code at the start of the survey and were then randomly assigned to see
low, middle, or high monthly costs for their zip code for each development.

4. While it might seem unlikely that an apartment could rent for the highest cost
shown, in America’s highest priced housing markets this is indeed possible.
For example, 2-bedroom apartments in San Francisco regularly list for more
than $4000/month. One of the reasons that the experiment did not offer a detailed
breakdown of race was to allow respondents the freedom to imagine any plausible
community that might reasonably fit in their neighborhood.

5. The prompt read: “Housing is becoming increasingly expensive in a wide range
of cities. Many places face a chronic shortage of housing for their least advan-
taged residents, and in some cases, for the working and middle classes as well.
Experts contend that building more housing will reduce housing costs. But devel-
opment can alter the look, feel, or character of a neighborhood. We are interested
in your views.”

6. I did not allow respondents to opt out or select no development because I pre-
sumed that this would be the overwhelming response. For the most part, residents
oppose any development in their neighborhood.

7. Survey data were transformed so that each choice made by a respondent is a row
of data. The AMCE estimates are given by regressing Selected on attributes
encoded as factor variables. Errors are clustered by respondent.

8. Marginal means estimated in Stata 16 using the “margins” command.
9. Of course, it is possible that these null effects are the result of my relatively

limited sample size.
10. Developments that are 50% people of color, those that have 25% of units reserved

for low-income residents and those with 150 units are also viewed as generating
negative neighborhood effects. However, the results in the previous section indi-
cate that these attributes are not the primary determinants of support for a
development.
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