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Introduction

“That’s the part people don’t understand. No one is forcing you to lir€ in one of
the most expensive areas in the country. If you want cheap rept; go to South
Carolina or somewhere else that’s dirt cheap. You don’t bave to live here.”

—Reader’s comment, Southern California Public Radio, 2015

“If you cannot afford DC, there is a simplesolution, it is called moving/... No
one is entitled to live here if they capA afford to do it on their own gime.”

—Reader’s comment, Washington Post,2016

There is a strong and growing mg¥€ment among housing advocates to advance golicies and programs
that ensure that all people —#€gardless of their income level, racial or ethnic bgCkground, or country of
origin—have access tg€althy and affordable housing. This movement is incrgasingly focused on building
support for qualityaffordable housing in all communities and helping peogle understand why housing is

Wheri it comes to building public support for this agenda, there ig’a lot of work to be done. While the

ousing and community development movement is growing, thg’public discussion seems to be stalled.
Broadening public thinking on housing issues, increasing sugport for necessary policies, and sparking
action and engagement is more challenging than ever beforg! There is a general difficulty among the public
to see housing as an issue that requires greater attentiop from policymakers, and people struggle to see
the connection between housing, equity and inclusivg’communities. To the extent that public support is
nesgssary to enact policies and establish programsAhat promote equity and inclusion, advocates face an
uphill batyle.

In this paper, waay out the challenges that advocates face and use new research conducted by the

way for real and lasting systengs change.




Qe Window |s Opening, but Do We Have
Enotgh Public Support to Navigate New
Housing™and Community Development
Rolicies, Programs, and Investment
Vehicles Through~t?

Today, stories\about the difficulties that ordinary peopleNace in finding quality affordable housing appear in
the news in every major American city with increasing frequeggcy. Unlike stories about the housing bubble
and the financial cxgis that dominated the airwaves a decade™sgo, today’s stories about housing are
focused almost singuls(ly on people. Vivid anecdotes of individuals facing rising rents and mortgages told
against the backdrop of ¥glling and stagnant wages abound, and accounts ofNamilies who find themselves
priced out of the housing market are front-page news.

Most of these stories frame this\jssue as a crisis. This crisis messaging is emerging in parkas a reaction
to the fact that housing affordability issues are no longer just about those living on low incomes\ People
across a much wider socioeconomig spectrum are increasingly facing the same problem—rents™aQd
mortgages are increasing at rates that oytpace growth in income and earnings.

Housing Cost-Burdened Renter Househglds Are Increasing Across All Income Bands
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Housing and community development advocates have been able to ride this growing tide of anxiet
get new housing proposals in front of policymakers and city leaders. Recent fair-housing decisténs by
the Supreme Court and rulings related to disparate impacts of current policy are also givipg advocates
hope. Even at the federal level, where meaningful systems change has been relgiivély slow, housing
issues seem to be gaining momentum and relevance. Moreover, the integgéction of housing and
our country’s deep problems of racial discrimination and segregation afe raising the salience of {2

housing as a public concern and renewing interest in housing ag# platform for racial equity.

In many ways, this seems to be a watershed momenf for housing and community deyelopment

advocates—ushering in the potential for real, jrdnsformative systems change. Yet, y
significant excitement among advocates gbOut the possibility of this moment, thegé is also angst.
How long will this window of oppg#tunity remain open? Will we be able to galvanize enough
e lower ends of the

support to realize meaningful apeflasting change that really benefits people at

socioeconomic spectrum ijélize on the opportunity

for serious, long-terpyr€hange? In short, are we doing everything we can 0 elevate the prospects for

change in this padment?

In thig'Paper, we will argue that building a wide base of

public support is vital to sustaining housing’s presence ...the work to build the public will
on the nation’s policy agenda and that the work to to address housing challenges may
build the public will to address housing challenges may be even tougher than many realize.
Our experience and research show
that, while advocates are lifting up
policy and programmatic solutions,
we are missing the opportunity to
change the narrative about why
housing matters; what “affordable
housing” means; why housing

is a shared public concern; and
what needs to be done to fix this
problem.

be even tougher than many realize. Our experience

and research show that, while our advocates are liftip

This is deeply challenging work. /o tqit well, we have

to do a much better job copfiecting hotis{ng issues
to the chief concerns of/ublic audiences.
audiences can be toughAo influence; may not have timg to listen to all of the facts and data we have to
offer; are concerned fhat their housing values may go dowsf “affordable housing” is located nearby;
and are not won g¥er by the sad stories we have to tell about thegrowing number of individuals who
are facing impgA8sible housing constraints. To make matters worse, While the evidence that housing
matters is styong, our pie charts, facts and figures have limited utility whenmgople feel disconnected
from hougfng as a shared public concern. To understand how to connect in newways, we need to

first un

derstand why our current messages are failing to win the day. We need to unders{and why our
gages are backfiring.



QW Are Our Messages Backfiring?

Quntry was built on mobility. Moving to places where one can get

a better Iifs. Some of us want or need to live in Los Angeles because of
what we do. Bs¢ most people can live far better lives in the 90 percent of
the country that iSYsQt Los Angeles, New York, and San Francisco.”

Reader’'s comment, Southern Sglifornia Public Radio, 2015

Over the lasX 20 years, the research about how hosising matters has come a long way. For example, we
have more eviience than ever before that housing is a\tal social determinant of health and one of the
most efficient wayg to improve a wide range of health outcomes, Moreover, housing often determines who
has access to transK, grocery stores that sell fresh produce, jobsYQat pay living wages, safe parks and
good schools. That is, R wide range of present and future outcomes areng| inextricably tied to housing.

the importance of housing pile up, XQur messages seem to be losing traction and actually makingsthings
worse. Facts, data and vivid stories abQut individual troubles are not increasing public understanding, ang
some of our initial research suggests tha\they may in fact be both depressing public support for housing
issues and reinvigorating misinformation.

On this front, housing is not unique. For more thag 30 years, cognitive and behavioral scientists have been
studying the “backfire effect” —the phenomenon in\which people become more entrenched in false beliefs
when confronted with evidence that contradicts theviews. Studies show that attempts to refute jafse
information often lead people to hold more firmly to theifqisperceptions. For example, researchefs at the
University of Michigan found that “when misinformed peoRle were exposed to correctegfacts in news
stories, they rarely changed their minds. In fact, they often besame even more strongty set in their beliefs.
Facts, they found, were not curing misinformation. Like an unds j
making the misinformation even stronger” (Keohane, 2010).

With piles of data but no
alternative frame to hang them

on, housing advocates may be
seeing renewed interest from

local legislators but are facing an
increasingly unsympathetic public.

2016). With piles of & be seeing
renewed intergst’from local legislators but are facing an increasingly unsympathetic public.



The
Mobility, Personal
Responsibility and

Self-Makingness Backfire
_— X Buy the house you can afford
e Separate or move. Stop making poor The NIMBY and
Fatqs apd Zero-Sum decisions and asking Natural Segregation
Thinking Backfire me to pay for them. Backfire

This issue has nothing
to do with me. It's not Who wants to live next

my responsibility to poor people? |
to solve other worked to get out of

people’s problems. HOUS'NG that ghetto.
MESSAGE
BACKFIRES

The Thin The Facts Don’t
Understanding of Cause Fit the Frame Backfire
and Effect Backfire

Most people | know
thr]ampshchanggd?to are doing pretty OK.
y is this happening The Crisis and These data don't sound
SO many people : right to me.
these days? Fatalism Backfire
So, you’re saying we have to
address poverty and change
the housing market? Good
luck! How can we ever
hope to change
issues this big?

What perspectives are hodsing messages failing to dwvgrcome? How are these perspectives undermining
efforts to increase the sélience of and build support for affstdable housing reforms?

Below we review tfe major counter-narratives that housing and corgmunity development advocates are
often inadvertently activating. For the purposes of illustration, we use asglect set of reader's comments

narrativgs, and we explain why these types of reactions interfere with attempts to build psblic will.




wites 1 NEe Mobility, Personal
snamessnie  Responsibility and Self-
Gy~ Makingness Backfire
mstlg:;yforthelr;?

people listed in that example made poor life
choices. ™J/Had those people gotten an education and

Self-Makingness as
an idea assumes a should be doing to resolve their problems. Faced with messages

significant amount of about the need to make housing more affordabléxthe public
agency on the part of reasons that people who are struggling with housing chalsgges

residfents, positions and especially with affordability) are: (1) poor money managers whd
housing as a consumer haxe made bad decisions about their resources; (2) irresponsible

choice, and St,lgmatlzes and xwilling to take ownership of and solve their own personal
people or families

who find themselves
unable to solve housing
problems. In this way,
cash-strapped residents
are admonished to
move, to avoid living

in homes they cannot
afford, and for making
“bad choices” —in ove. If you are really poor, why
much the same way f ple suitcases and take a bus
that someone might be Qiture to move? I’'ve known
chastised for buying people so b
too many shoes or
expensive purses.

problems; and (3) lazy and unwilling to take the initiative to move to
better placds where housing is more affordable.

gke they had to borroy bus fare, but they still

managed to move” (Reader’s commentN/Vashington Post, 2016).

Phis backfire is the result of what, in the parlancg of framing, is called
Self-Makingness —the deeply entrenched culturaNpelief that people
are “self-made” and ultimajety accountable for their own circumstances, achievements and\difficulties. It is
important to note that 3&if-Makingness thinking assumes complete agency on the part of residerXs, positions
housing as a cgpSumer choice, and stigmatizes individuals who find themselves unable to solvahousing
problems,
afforay’and for making “bad choices” —in much the same way that someone might be chastised for bu}ng

00 many shoes or expensive purses.

f this way, cash-strapped residents are admonished to move, to avoid living in homes they sannot




The strength and prevalence of this highly accessible narrative is particularly problematic for those working
on housing issues. When housing advocates engage the public in thinking about affordability issugs
ideas of Self-Makingness make it easy to dismiss the problems that residents face and giye
sense that there is an easy fix: Just move! This is clearly not the takeaway that housinggdvocates intend.
Yet, the Self-Makingness backfire makes it difficult to engage the public as advpeates on behalf of their
struggling neighbors and difficult to help the public see the need for any actjeri other than better decisiopt
making, greater individual resourcefulness and motivation to relocate,

v The Separaté€ Fates and

Thinking Backfire

fire

stiould we bail you out of your poor gecision?”

e/ cro- S Thinking Bac

to dowith me. It’s not
my responsibility

to solve other
people’s problems.

Reader’s comment, NPR, 2016 (emphasis added

Housing insecurjyy’is a problem that affects almost every community in t
a strong pudlic sense of connectedness to this issue or to the peop
challgpges nor an understanding of how housing impacts the vibrapCy and health of communities. This
ads to a second, fairly predictable message backfire. Reasonipg from a Separate Fates perspective,
people struggle to see how the issue relates to their interests g circumstances.

¢ nation today. Yet there is not
¢ who are experiencing housing

At worst, people may actually see the issue not just in termg’of Separate Fates but of competing interests.
When seen in Zero-Sum Thinking terms, solving the hodsing issues for “other” people implies sacrifices
for everyone else. “Thanks for screwing over youy neighbors who stayed put. Your deed-in-lieu
drogped their home values even further” (Regder's comment, NPR, 2016).

One of the TQst pernicious areas of message Jackfire in this category comes as housing advocates bring
up the tradeoffs™at low-income families giten experience in trying to make ends meet. Recognizing
that families are often™aking deep sacpiices in allocating what little resources they have, researchers
have examined the depth and_intensily of those tradeoffs. While findings from this work are important in
developing programs and policiesy€ffectively sharing this information with the broader public has been
a struggle. Comments and reagtionsQ stories about these tradeoffs clearly show the way that this
discussion can backfire. For gkample, in on&sgtory outlining how many families actually sacrifice grocery
monies to pay rent when mdney is tight, a readersQqmmented: “With American obesity at an all-time
high, cutting the grogéry budget is a good thing*Reader’s comment, CityLab, 2016). A second
reader asked who, other than the very rich, doesn’t struggle asg have to make tradeoffs when it comes to
family finances: “While I agree there’s a housing affordability prqblem ... doesn’t everyone except
the very rich op priorities like housing? |
know I would spend more on other things if I didn’t have to meet the meQrtgage payment first.”
(Reader’s gbmment, CityLab, 2016).

ave to give up some purchases in order to affora




s scarce resources. This backfire creates clear and obvious problems for advocates trying to build greater
publicsypport and advance housing as a shared, public concern. As a result, the way in which advocates
bring forward the unique challenges that low- and moderate-income residents face is not only important,
but critical to ournork to expand the base of support.

The Thin

| memn Qe Thin Understanding of
e o CaU S and EffeCt Backflre

Vel Fes G

Ww;t:;mg\gto “Washington, DC, aQd the region itself, is not doing enough
these days? to get rid of affordable™Qusing. Our crime problems in

DC are not coming from thsse in upper-middle class

households. They are coming i those living in public

housing and incomRe-capped and subsidized housing. Tsg sooner the people

living in this ‘affordaRle’ housing (which, by the way, is a codsword for low-

income housing) are pyshed out of the region, the better. GentritcDC, gentrify

every last bit. Push the &Ximinal and parasite class out of the city forgQod.”

— Reader’s comment, WashingtorNPost, 2016

Affordable housing issues are complex. TRe significant public investment needed to make most affordable
housing projects feasible and the significark number of regulatory steps involved in these developments
pose significant challenges for advocates, requiring significant time and expertise. Unfortunately, our
research has shown that public understanding oNaow affordable housing is created (as well as why there
is a shrinking pool of it in most places) is thin. That\s, the public generally has little understanding of the
causes of the nation’s housing problems and of their effects, as well as the means necessary to ggdress
them and improve outcomes.

This complexity has been terribly difficult for advocates to fullxconvey in ways that wauld help the public
understand the solutions we propose. For example, advocatgs across the e0untry are talking quite
frequently about the issues of gentrification and the displacemenNof loyer income residents that often
results when neighborhoods experience significant infrastructure ip8stments. Gentrification is in part a
process of bringing in new businesses, investments and peoplewho add YWlue to neighborhoods—which is
a good thing. However, if those investments are not carefutty designed and dpordinated, existing residents
can be displaced, which is directly at odds with the-goals of fair and affordable housing advocates. The
challenge here, of course, is that without a rgldst understanding of how develolsment works, it appears
that the very thing that advocates are s€eking—greater investment in struggliny neighborhoods —is
the cause of the problem they waptto engage the public about. Ultimately, this conkersation is terribly
confusing to public audiencesAvho have little understanding about housing to begin wit

ew policies, programs and investments will remain a difficult proposition.



- The Crisis and Fatalism
Fatalism Backfire BaC kﬂ re

R T “Il also think that this discussion should 26t ignore that
hope to change housing authorities and their voucher’programs have
Issues this gy done more to perpetuate povey from one generation 6

the next. They have reverseef the American Dream ar,
should not be entrusted with the new tax doffars to administer their stupfl and

bureaucratic voucher program.”

So, you're saying we have to
address poverty and change

—Reader’s comment, NPR, 2016

When housing messages adopt gefisis tone and focus on the urgency and severity’of housing problems,
they risk activating people’s sénse that housing affordability is yet another in a lgrg line of large, unwieldy,
intractable problems. ThGs, messages that focus on urgency —especially when they posit these issues as
“crises” —end upJackfiring because people feel powerless against the wejght of these large and looming
issues. Thigkackfire gets worse when advocates implicate governmengas a necessary and responsible

Moreover, when the focus on the government’s role backfires, it often invokes the personal responsibility
narrative. That is, when peopleAush backs\qn government and policy as solutions, the fallback is usually
to personal responsibility and Self-MakingnesSswhere both the problem and solutions are cast at the
individual level rather than/systems or policy levels.

“It's a slippery sldpe. When someone seefs] thakhe/she can get something
for free, motivgtion to make smart choices and to weuk for things goes down.
Perhaps wefan do something, but it would have to bexQr a short time only,
even though | still disagree that this is a proper role of goverent. It’s the

by’ government to pay for someone else.”

— Reader’s comment, NPR, 2016




As with a lot of tough social problems, the public’s distrust and skepticism about government’s ability to
createNqnd sustain viable solutions is a major problem for housing advocates. Addressing the challenges
identified byQousing advocates requires partnership with government agencies (at all levels). When the
role of governmeny_s not framed with great care, messages can backfire and leave people with a sense
that nothing can be ddrg and that housing outcomes are beyond the scope of meaningful change.

e NIBY e TheNot-in-My-Backyard and
Natural Segregation

ek NaturakQegregation Backfire

Who wants to live next
t ? | I , .
Wg&f{gg&"’& - Nobody wants to live w{h low-class b/acks, not even |
that ghetto. middle-class blacks. The bes{ we can do is keep them in
de facto reservations, like East S&_Louis and Camden, NJ.
Anything more than that is just a waxg of time and money.

Spreading them arodad more is a recipe for all kinds of troubrs.

— Reader’s comment, Washington Post, 2015

Both housing researchers and policy advocates are increasingly trying to raise the issues of raciakand
economic segregation as significant isshgs of public concern within the context of housing. As researcher
publish evidence about the growing condentration of poverty, racial wealth gaps and other racial/ethnic
disparities that are in large part due to housing, it has become a larger looming issue.

It should come as no surprise that issues of ragial and economic segregation are areas of backfire.
Race and racial disparities (in particular) continue Yo be hot-button issues where deep divisions withip
the public consciousness exist. Many whites (althougihcertainly not all) think about the problems g#face
discrimination as a thing of the past—we solved that! W have an African American presidegt’who rose
from humble beginnings and we have Latinos and Asian AKjericans (many of whose backgrounds were
just as humble) who are now counted among our nation’s richest elite. Clearly thisAS evidence that hard
work and perseverance pay off across racial lines and as a result, 2Qy dispariticgacross race and economic
class lines must be the result of a lackluster effort.

In fact, in our interviews with ordinary Americans across the coys und a general attitude that racial
and economic segregation was natural. Those who are #ealthy want to e with other wealthy people
and so they choose communities that allow them tgd0 so. Racial minorities (darticularly new immigrants)
want to live in communities where they can supgort each other, reinforce culturalNraditions and have easy
access to their own networks. This is seepr@s natural and, in the words of one of ourNesearch participants,
“just the way it works.”

As a result, as housing adyeCates push for housing policies that specifically address racialNand economic
segregation, concep#ations of poverty and relevant racial disparities in access to oppoRunity, their
advocacy is offeh met with not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) concerns and community opposikon. Our

gresented in well-framed messages, actually backfires —activating community opposition, NIMBY concerns
and, ultimately, making it even harder to expand public support.




mesot | NE Facts Don’t Fit the Fra
. 3aCKfire

Most people | know

are doing pretty CK
These data don’t sound

right to me.

is to say 30 percent of one’s paygkteck on rent is considered ‘afforglable,’
anything beyond it is not. Legve it to the colleges to redefine words for political
purposes.”

— Reader’s comment, Seithern California Public Radlio, 2015

While housing.&@vocates have been increasingly able to draw on new dajé, research and strong evidence
about the-positive impacts of affordable housing, attempts to present these data frequently backfire. When
faced with the latest data and research about the challenges that hoyéing insecurity poses for communities,
or the benefits that new policies and investments might bring, many people remain unconvinced by such
evidence.

Social scientists have long studied this as a classic examyle of confirmation bias—when the information
disconfirms what people already think they know, they ghallenge or push back on the data and the source

Addressing housing
and investments. Making and sustaining these changes over the lohg term will require engagement from

allenges and creating more inclusive cormqunities will require new policies, programs
a broad range ¢ gscribed above limit the field’s
fese key ingredients of change. We need ways of turning dowmNe backfire and turning
nderstanding of these issues. This is a precondition for generating supRort for necessary

stakeholders as well as public will. The backfire effects™
success in
up publi
and interventions. Building public will requires both better evidence about the relatig benefits of
altepative solutions and also more effective ways of using this evidence to lift up stories aboutNQousing
g€ an important shared concern.

policieg




Aile there are many aspects of our current messaging strategies that are backfiring, there is also evidence

the effectivenessw{messages aimed at increasing public engagement, policy support and understanding

of housing as a shared™sgncern.

eWorks researchers are using Strategic Frame Analysis® —a method pioneered more than a decade
0 harness insight from the cognitive and behavioral sciences to create more effective messaging.
Qrks has demonstrated that it is possiple to reframe the public conversation on social issues, from

climate chaxge to science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) education to economic mobility and
more. FrameWorks tests messages for their effects on puplic attitudes, knowledge, policy preferences and

willingness to engage. A frame “works” when it builds suppsg for multiple aspects of a comprehensive,

evidence-based polcy agenda.

Until now, housing has Rot benefitted from this kind of analysis. The resestch described here is thus a
unique opportunity for thegector to navigate around these backfire effects and™se frames that expand
slicy and systems change. The research examines how

public support for housing p rames influence

gs between

thinking and support on a rangdof progressive housing policy issues, creating equity issu

renters and homeowners; encouxaging economic development; addressing economic disps(ities;

developing mixed-income communitilss; making connections between affordable housing and heal

housing; and more.

The research is divided into two phases—descriptive and prescriptive. The descriptive phase allows us
to see how public thinking shapes the effects of\Qur current messaging and explains why our messaging

consistently backfires. This part of the research uSgs cognitive interviews, media content analysis and

particular insights from a wide range of demographic groups.
prescriptive research but are already harvesting insights that can #€lp tRe field improve its current efforts.

Completed Descriptive Research mgdr%gareﬁcﬂiptive

Qarifying & . e Analyzing Core Story
Condensing Lhd%féﬂgd' ng Lllrlrlzlayz%?rgr ga - Media Content Development
Expert ' ' & Housing Peer Discourse
Consensus Perceptions Experiment Advocacy Seasions
According to What ethnographic What are the frame How are major Frame Design
experts, what research can help effects of current media outlets On-the-Street
are the most us to understand communications and key housing Interviews
important concepts how ordinary strategies, and advocacy .
for the public to Americans think what alternatives organizations Final Framlng
understand? about housing, the might work to build framing the housing Experiment
places they live support? affordability Persistence Trials
and the related issues for public M M
outcomes for the audiences? Feld age werilee
residents?

12




What Does the Research to Date Tell Us
About How to Avoid Backfires?

While we are still in the prescriptive phases of the research, we have much to offgethe field in terms of initial
insights. Here we highlight a few of those insights in hopes that they can € useful to advocates activg
engaged in efforts to build public will around housing and communitydevelopment.

Recommendation #1: Tell stories that balance the people, places and
systems perspectives.

Ideas of individualism (self-makingness, p€rsonal responsibility and mobility) consisigntly backfire and
shut down the broader perspectives #at are necessary to see the benefits of many of the most important
solutions advocated by housingdnd community development advocates. Unfortnately, individualism is

characters. Adding place-based context, in particular, can hefp position housing challenges and their
effects in alignment with where those challenges are occurring and where interventions might be usefully
employed or targeted. Broadening our messaging in this yfay provides the public with needed practice
in thinking about how places and systems, in addition tg individual efforts, shape how well or poorly our
communities function.

Recommendation #2: Don’t directly contest the public assumptions about
mobility, consumer choice and personal responsibility. Instead explain the
role of systems in shaping outcomes for people and the communities in
which they live.

Stories about choice and effort ml Ie it hard to think about housing as anything more than an individual
concern or to see how policy plggs a rote is shaping individual “choices.” However, directly refuting these
ideas is unproductive and caf backfire, furter reinforcing these ideas. Instead of telling people that
individual choice is not the Ariving factor behindQusing affordability issues, advocates should develop
illustrative stories that shgw people the ways in whichsyblic policies shape the problems that individuals
experience and play aAeading role in addressing these probie

Recommendation #3: Tell a “Story of Us” rather than a “Story of Them.”

Thinking in

rerms of separate fates or of housing as an individual-level issue is ea

for people to do. But

it clgar that housing issues have broader impacts for everybody. In so doing, it is key not just to meke the
g/oblems collective (that we are all negatively impacted when quality affordable housing is in short supp
but to also make it clear that there are collective benefits in addressing housing affordability issues.




AQross a wide range of issues, we have found that messages that lead with values (like prosperity and

a bigger story—a stoxg about how housing affects all of “us” rather than a “story of them.” Values can be
gspecially important as howsing advocates often need to gain support for policies and programs that are
tahgeted to less influential conStifuents —people who are poor or homeless, people of color, seniors and
. Without values-based messSaging, housing advocates will continue to face opposition because
people Rave difficulty seeing their stake ifNQur efforts to bring housing reforms.

Recommendation #4: Bring the connection between housing and other
issues into sharper focus.

When communicating about housing, be sure to make the case tha{ housing affects all of us and also
that housing intersects\yith almost every other social issue and outcomaxfrom education and health to
employment and public safety. Housing and community development advocatedxqften miss the opportunity
to broaden the audience whken we fail to connect housing with other issues. OurNgsearch found that
the field does use this “broadeximpacts” frame—but not often enough to shape publicegbate (see the
chart below). As a result, this poiRt is largely absent from media coverage of affordable houdig issues.
Connecting housing to other issues allows housing advocates to align with advocates for educsatjon,
health, labor and other issues and expand and unite the movement. The latter is incredibly important
we are to raise the salience of housing oN the nation’s policy agenda and create a more favorable policy
climate for expanding housing affordability pQlicies, programs and investments.

What We Already Know From the Research:
Frequency of Key Narrative in Media & Housing Indystry Materials

B veddateias B ousing Ogapieional Materials
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80%
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680%

0%

40%

%

%
10%
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Source: ONeil, M., \Volipeft, D., Kendall-Taylor, N. (2016). Not Telling the Whole Story: Media and Qrganizational Discourse
about Affordable HaeSing. FrameWorks Institute.




Recommendation #5: Help people connect the causes and effects of
housing insecurity.

Some of the housing message backfires result from the public’s lack of understandirg about how housing
works: How is the housing supply determined? What does it mean to say hoysfg is “affordable”? What ig
“quality” housing? What should be done to address issues of affordability 2Again, this lack of understangihg
is entirely understandable, as the answers to these questions can b€ complex and technical.

FrameWorks research shows that providing a short, clear exglahation
of the cause and effect of housing insecurity increases

policies and programs aimed at housing affordap#fy. While current
housing messages expend a great deal of g#0rt in establishing the
problem, these messages would be prére powerful with stronger
explanations of why this is happeriing or how the problem would

Failing to explain the
causes and effects of
housing insecurity—a
key “plot” element

in the story about

be affected by alternative pokCies. housing—allows the
For example, we testéd the following language, which has positive public to “fill in the
effects on issye-linderstanding and policy support: blanks” about underlying
causes with familiar,
“Qualiyy rental homes are incredibly scarce and breathtakingly but unproductive,
expensive, yet wages are stuck in place. In recent years, tight, explanations. These
Standards for mortgage loans and high home prices have madg’it include the beliefs that
impossible for many people to buy homes, causing more pgbple housing problems are the
to become renters. Large numbers of renters and a scarce/supply result of people’s failure
of rental housing have driven up rents. Rent has incrgased but to take responsibility
wages for low- and middle-income households have/not, forcing for their lives or for their
moxg families to spend large portions of their incorples on housing choices, or of immovable
and leawqg less money for other needs, like nutftious food, good and mysterious market
health care’ard quality child care. To make glre people can get forces that are beyond
decent housing alNgasonable costs, we nged to take steps to fix anyone’s control. These
these problems with thehousing market, beliefs have a powerful

effect on public thinking
about housing: people
struggle to understand
and support progressive
alternatives.

Advocates need to consistentizNadvafice a clear, evidence-based,
and “sticky” explanation that pifipQints the sources of rising
housing problems and connegfs them Ts.actionable changes in
public policy. Failing to explgii the causes antkgffects of housing
insecurity—a key “plot” glement in the story abdyt housing—
allows the public to “filin the blanks” about underlying\causes
with familiar, but unpfoductive, explanations. These include
beliefs that housing problems are the result of people’s failure to

take responsibilipg for their lives or for their choices, or of immovable and™ysterious market forces that are
beyond anyope’s control. These beliefs have a powerful effect on public thinkipg about housing: people
struggle toAdinderstand and support progressive alternatives.




. Recommendation #6: Make it clear that
Messaging Frame:

Where You Live Affects
You

where you live affects you.

FrameWorks researchers also found that framing housing using a
The places where we live place-based frame was able to broaden the public conversation
shape our lives and our about housing. In particular, the idea that “where you live affects
health. Our communities ou” helped people to see outcomes as being shaped by aspects
and neighborhoods Qe surrounding built environment. Moreover, this frame helped
affect our health in derstand the connections between specific features of
important ways. When housing antkgpecific outcomes. Perhaps most important, this
people’s homes are near frame made peoplg less apt to blame poor outcomes (like poor
parks and bike paths, health and poor housifg.conditions) on individuals and more likely
exercise is easier. When to see how community-leveNactors shape health—increasing the

people live near grocery visibility of systems and policy sOf
stores where good food
is available, it’s easier to Recommendation #7: It’s okay to raise

eat healthy. Things within challenges of the past, but focus on the kinds

our homes, like lead, of change that lead to better outcomes.
mold, and other toxins

can make us sick. And
when housing is really
expensive, it makes it
hard to afford to go to
the doctor, join sports
leagues, or eat well,
which harms our health.

Recent Supreme Court decisions are giving air to discussions o

Recommendation #8: Use robust examples that show how new housing
policies worked.

Housing z#d community development advocates have no shortage of solutions to share and are suc
in getting them into the media coverage (see chart on page 14). The problem is that these solutions\qre
diten offered without explanation or concrete examples that show how an action leads to better outcome:



Without explanation or explanatory examples, pointing to policies, solutions and needed programs will be
with a general sense of pessimism about the prospects for meaningful change on housing and copf
development issues. To begin to address this pessimism, advocates should continue to get sefutions into
the discourse but also move beyond description and develop short, crisp explanations gad examples that
help people see how actions work to improve outcomes. FrameWorks research shows that the challenge is
not to convince the public that the system is broken, but rather to show people #at it can and must be fixeg
and how this can be done. This is a particularly important recommendatigrbecause of the way in which fhe
public casts rising costs as an inevitable reality of the housing markefplace and adopts highly pessjy
attitudes about the possibility of improvement (especially wheregovernment is framed as a primary/Change
agent). People need to understand that fairer, healthier gpe’ more affordable housing is possiblg, and they
need to see the potential of specific strategies to achieVe these outcomes.

Recommendation #9: Avoid leading with or over-relying on the terms
“housing” or “affordable housing.”

Our research shows that pebple have problematic associations with the terms/housing” and “affordable
housing.” When askegrivhat “housing” meant to them, participants responded’in ways that were structural
and basic (e.g., xdusing is “four walls and roof”) or descriptive (e.g., housing is “a place to lay my head” or
“a place toie”). Some associated the term “housing” with public and sfbsidized housing—the worst and
most rfproductive associations from a communications perspective/These conceptions are very narrow
ad often racialized. Without explanation, these associations limiZpublic thinking about the importance
of affordable housing, the importance of quality (and healthyYhousing, the ways in which housing is
connected to other issues, and most importantly, options for ghange. While it is not possible to completely
avoid using the terms “housing” or “affordable housing,” ye recommend using language and strategies
that broaden the idea of housing beyond these basic, nagfow and unproductive associations. For example,
it is more effective to talk about how much a “homg” means to individuals or families than it is to talk
absyt housing. Even better, provide examples of low deeply people are affected (in both positive and
ays) by what surrounds them. In short,Ave advise against leading commmunications with or relying
heavily on thsderms “housing” or “affordablefousing.” Instead, whenever possible, develop alternative
language and exasqples to help people ungérstand underlying concepts and avoid cueing powerful (and
unproductive) associat

Recommendation #10: Widen the public’s view of who is responsible for
taking action and resolving outcomes.

Be careful to handle the role/of government very skilifully and to widen the range of local and national actors
(beyond government) whg can affect change and bear responsibility for moving reforms. The public can see
that government bearg’some responsibility for improving outsqmes for people as well as that government
has a role to play i regulating the rental market. However, theysalso view government intervention as
inefficient, ineffeglive, and in most cases, counter-productive. This isye across a wide range of social
issues, but it is/especially true when it comes to housing. That's because pedgle see housing as shaped by
free-market frinciples and as a consumer good. As a result, when housing advotates advocate for policy
reforms that rely exclusively on government as partners or when they invoke the pivotatvgle of government
early off in the messaging, it has the impact of turning people away, cueing pessimism abottour potential
€aningfully improve outcomes.

S




Nieu, we need to position government as one of many partners in our reform efforts. We need to show
how pwslic policies can effectively address housing affordability issues and make it clear that a wide range of
stakeholders—including those in the public and private sectors, nonprofits and charities—bear responsibility
for enacting sutk solutions. Instead of leading with government as the problem or as the primary actor,
emphasize the broatkarray of actors and how they collectively (working in unison or separately) bear
esponsibility for reform. Asye widen the range of stakeholders and actors, it also allows us to position a
wiNer array of solutions: zoning,YaQd trusts, alternative models of development, assisted housing and more.
Embsdding the discussion of solutions_in a broad narrative that explains the shortage of quality, affordable
housingzand lays out the ways in which t™ean be addressed by a wide range of local and national actors
gives our agvocacy efforts more credibility and Qsitions as broad a range of solutions as possible.

Conclysions

FrameWorks researcq provides new evidence and practical recomQendations for how housing and
community developmeniadvocates can begin to engage the public and bdid public support and political
will to address housing issUgs. The research described here identifies the ways ths{ our current messaging
is backfiring and explains why\our communications frequently have unintended effects™N\ost importantly, it
puts forward a set of recommendations that will enable us to bring more firepower to our effoxs to reshape
the public conversation about thess important issues.

As social scientists who study social moyements, we know that progressive social change requires a wide
range of tools. We also know that framing\and effective messaging —especially when they bring together
disparate groups to pursue common goals-\are critical. Our research casts doubt on the effectiveness
of many of our common “go-to” communicationg and framing strategies. Individualism and consumerism
run deep in public thinking about housing issues. Ve are daunted by these findings —but undeterred by
and even optimistic about the potential of alternative\arratives to advance community development arid
housing issues. We are confident about the frames that e emerging from this work and eager tocontinue
to subject these communication strategies to rigorous testing. When completed (in the spripgof 2017), this
research will point to frames—and indeed an overarching corymunications strategy at can lift support
for quality, affordable housing.
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