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public participation in housing policy
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meeting minutes

• Downloaded all Planning Board and Zoning Board meeting
minutes from 2015-2017 for 97 cities/towns in MA

• Collected data from all meetings discussing the
construction of > 1 housing unit

• Accessory apartments
• Large apartment building

• Meeting minutes for these towns featured: names,
addresses, and positions on proposed housing
developments

• In some cases, minutes also included reasons given for
this positions

• N = 3, 327 commenters and N = 4, 268 comments
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towns with public comments

Number of Comments
5-15
16-20
21-24
25+





meeting minutes

• We identify positions taken and reasons given from
meeting minutes.

• Names and addresses allow for merge with MA voter file
and CoreLogic Property Records

• Demographic variables
• Homeownership
• Age
• Party ID
• Length of registration at address (proxy for length of
residence)

• Vote history
• Race (Name matching algorithm)
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results: participants compared to voter file
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results: participants compared to voter file by race
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latino surnames

• 3 of 313 commenters in towns that were >10% Latino had a
Latino surname

• 1 of 42 commenters in Lawrence, MA (75% Latino) had a
Latino surname
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results: participants’ positions
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• Predictors of opposition
• White
• Homeowner
• Republican
• Number of comments
• Infrequent voting



results: participants’ positions
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14% 23% 63%

Support Neutral Oppose

• Predictors of opposition
• White
• Homeowner
• Republican
• Number of comments
• Infrequent voting



mass public generally more supportive of housing
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top 10 reasons given by position taken

support neutral oppose

0% 10% 20% 0% 10% 20% 0% 10% 20%

Traffic

Septic/Water

Safety

Privacy

Pedestrian Impact

Parking

Non−Compliance

Neighborhood Character

Home Values/City Finances

Height/Shadows

Flooding

Environment

Density

Affordability

Aesthetics

% of Group Naming Reason



neighborhood defense strategies

• High level of expertise (e.g., “He stated that as an engineer
he knows what kinds of games can be played with
numbers. He gives no credibility to these counts. He
added that Merrimack College traffic is not de
minimus....He asked for a written report from the DPW on
the impacts of proceeding with the facility.”)

• Importance of neighborhood associations (often
empowered and encouraged by local government)
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policy prescriptions

• Can we change the composition of meeting attendees?

• Evidence from GOTV operations

• Effect sizes usually fairly modest from very expensive
interventions

• Mobilization efforts may exacerbate rather than address
participatory disparities

• Concentrated costs and diffuse benefits of housing
developments make it difficult to attract more attitudinally
and demographically representative commenters
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policy prescriptions

• Waiting period on decision-making

• Pre-register clear guidelines
• Encourage public input on zoning, but then allow
developers to build up to the limits of city/town zoning
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Thank you!

www.housingpolitics.com

http://www.housingpolitics.com

