Constructing the Story

July 2026

Traditional and Social Media on Housing Policy

The housing conversation is active and trending positive. Authentic, lived experience resonates. To keep the momentum,
we need to focus on affordability, address parking concerns, and dismantle misperceptions around "luxury buildings.”

etween January, 2021 and April, 2026, 177
Massachusetts cities and towns considered local
zoning changes required by transit-oriented, land-use
reform state legislation, the MBTA Communities Act."
This report looks beyond the housing reform itself
to assess the pro-housing narratives that brought a
landmark law into implementation, town by town.

Conversational trends on social and traditional
media matter. The years 2024 and 2025 were

the first in which more Americans got their news
from social media versus traditional media outlets.?
Analyzing traditional and social media during this
period provided a rich opportunity to answer
common questions about what's working, what's
not working, and what people rely on as a source of
truth in making the case for housing production.

Key Takeaways

Within the housing policy debate, popular pro-
housing narratives (most-repeated, most-liked)
centered on personal and lived experience.

Some themes in the advocates’ playbook
did not gain traction. In particular, the
data-based narrative of a 222,000-home
shortage seldom appeared.

Two anti-housing themes were strong:
parking/traffic and the overabundance
of “luxury housing.”

Background

The zoning reform requirement under the

MBTA Communities Act spanned a variety of
Massachusetts municipalities—from progressive
cities (Cambridge, Somerville) to suburban and
rural communities that trend more conservative
(Saugus, Pembroke.) Some communities had
multiple existing multifamily districts while many,
if not most, had not one zone where multifamily
could be built as-of-right.

While occasionally referred to in both reports,
our methodology is discussed at length here by
January Advisors, consultants to this project.

The source of truth for social media is
only occasionally expert opinion or data.

Sentiment generally trended positive
on housing production.

Housing policy discussion on social media
is minuscule when compared to the active
housing conversation focused on solving
challenges and finding support in a harsh
housing market.
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As intensely varied communities worked through We utilized Al tools for our analysis, combing
compliance, the debate grew around housing. traditional and social media around the housing
Housing advocates, including Citizens’ Housing debate. Our “corpus” included over 800,000
and Planning Association (CHAPA)'s Municipal pieces of content from more than 90,000
Engagement Initiative team, organized quickly to individual content creators on social media via
support local housing production reform. They a scan of Massachusetts content on housing
offered technical assistance and developed a from January 1, 2021, to April 30, 2026.3

common playbook of pro-housing narratives to
train local advocates and build the pro-housing
movement. Ultimately, adoption of local reform
was high; 166 communities complied by May 2026.

We grouped content into three tiers. This report
focuses on policy: Tier 1 (MBTA Communities
specific) and Tier 2 (Housing Policy).

Constructing the Story covers the original intention—
analyzing the housing policy discussion. We discov-
ered that while there was ample conversation on
housing policy, more than 90% of social media
content was not about policy at all but rather the
human experience of a housing shortage. The result
is a companion report: Anchoring the Story: Tradi-
tional and Social Media on Lived Experience in a
Housing Shortage. Anchoring the Story digs into the
pain points, confusion, and complexity of navigating
Massachusetts’s (and our nation’s) expensive, tight
housing market that is leaving too many behind.

Content Analyzed by Source Content Analyzed by Subject
TIER 1
Total — Reddit posts Directly MBTA Communities related
Items 46,856 o
804,289 1% of content
_—— Boston Globe
reader comments — TIER 2

17,468 . .
’ Housing policy generally

Fecklo CormERE — YouTube comments 8% of content
724,959 13,178

®————— Civic public records
822

— TIER3
®—————— YouTube videos . .
726 General housing, all topics

91% of content
News articles

280
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Findings

Within the housing policy debate, popular
pro-housing narratives (most-repeated,
most-liked) centered on personal and

lived experience.

The two most popular pro-housing narratives

were firmly rooted at a human level.* Missing
middle housing—meaning homes of varying types—

duplexes, triplexes, ADUs, etc.— and “starter homes”

trended the most positively, particularly in terms

of organic adoption. For example, “missing middle”
held an organic adoption rate of 92%, meaning it
has a high percentage of use without prompting in
content generated by the public (i.e. Reddit posters)
versus coming from professional media or advocacy
websites. Another popular narrative was the impor-
tance of creating opportunities for first-time home-
buyers, which had an 86% organic adoption rate.

Additionally, communities doing their “fair share”
was popular framing. In part, this could be because
this framing is useful for more than one situation.
Already dense communities want others to do their
“fair share” while less dense communities say “we
need to provide our fair share.” This was the idea
behind the legislation: all communities near transit
need to contribute to the state’s housing supply to
solve both housing and climate challenges. Finally,
narratives assuring that the law was constitutional
and enforceable built momentum in popularity over
time, possibly reflecting the rare but widely reported
instances of communities refusing to pass zoning
reform that occurred by 2024.

July 2026

Just a week after we closed our study period,
David Modica’s questions at Marblehead Town
Meeting became MBTA Communities’ first viral
moment, garnering over 5 million views plus
coverage in the Wall Street Journal and Boston
Globe. Ultimately, Modica’s framing aligns

with our findings, particularly his emphasis

on Marblehead doing its fair share.

=1 CHAPA

itizens’ Housing and Planning Associati

CHAPA
‘ Housing Policy
Action Center

To learn more visit chapa.org

3


https://chapa.org/

Constructing the Story

Traditional and Social Media on Housing Policy

Some themes in the advocates’ playbook
did not gain traction. In particular, the
data-based narrative of a 222,000-home
shortage seldom appeared.

For many housing advocates, standard operating
procedure included citing a 222,000-home shortage
to quantify the statewide housing deficit and define
a goal. Yet the tactic seemed to fizzle, at least on
social media. In the housing-policy conversation

on social media, the 222,000-home shortage figure
appeared 13 times—fewer than once per 5,000
policy posts and comments. In news coverage,

it appeared in 35 of 280 articles (12.5%). Given the
good intention of grounding policy and advocacy

in data, it would be interesting to further explore why
this foundational data point faltered. Did the number
lack meaning without context? Did the number seem
so insurmountable that people tuned it out? Are
data-driven numbers more useful for shaping policy
than creating narratives that resonate?

Narratives framed as “rebuttals” to anticipated
criticism—for example, the law not being an
“unfunded mandate"—were less successful
for advocates. Other pro-housing narratives
similarly failed to resonate:

MBTA Communities is not an unfunded mandate
There is bipartisan support for housing

There are consequences for non-compliance
with MBTA Communities

Again, our analysis identified the frequency of
narrative adoption, not why narratives succeed or
fail. It is noteworthy, however, that the successful
narratives were more closely grounded in concrete,
common, and emotional experience (e.g. the
challenges of first-time homebuying) while the
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less successful narratives relied on more specialized,
“left-brained” or academic framing (e.g. the state
needs 222,000 homes, while any individual only
needs one.)

Two anti-housing themes were strong:
parking/traffic and the overabundance

of “luxury housing.”

Traffic and parking surfaced more than four times

as often as fears of declining property values and 100
times as often as fears of increased school enroliment.

ﬁl?tg

Traffic and parking surfaced more than:

4x 100x

as often as fears of as often as fears of
declining increased school
property values enrollment
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This may indicate an opportunity for developing

a playbook around parking at the project level.
Increasingly in Massachusetts, regulation is already
shifting; municipalities are lowering parking
requirements and, in many cases, eliminating
parking requirements altogether. This could mean
that resistance shifts even more heavily toward
each new project during permitting and community
engagement, leaving every housing development
to defend its specific plans (vs. comply with a local
policy) for parking and traffic mitigation. This may
be particularly fraught in an environment where,
based on our analysis, sentiment is quite negative,
grounded in fears of scarcity, and emotional.

A second, frequent anti-housing theme is the
overabundance of luxury housing, commonly
derided as new construction that does not serve
local needs or the needs of households with
moderate and low incomes. The theme appears
grounded in economic, affordability frustrations—
new housing will at best serve wealthy households
while the squeeze only grows for everyone else.
The theme particularly occurs on Reddit and has
been growing in popularity since 2021. It is also a
common frustration in the general housing (Tier 3)
conversation as people struggle to find housing
and consider moving out of Massachusetts. This
strong anti-housing current offers an opportunity
to develop a counterargument.
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The source of truth for social media is
only occasionally expert opinion or data.

In the vast majority of social media posts and
responses, outside references are not cited as
foundations for statements or claims. Because it is

a platform where linking is typical behavior, Reddit
provided the most useful datapoint on this question.
Around 10% of content around either the MBTA
Communities Act or housing policy cited an outside
source. When discussion was directly about MTBA
Communities, the level rose to 21%.

The most commonly cited domain was mass.gov.
The Boston Globe and Wikipedia ranked next,
followed by the City of Cambridge’s website.

Cites to housing-advocacy organizations (CHAPA,
Abundant Housing MA, Up For Growth) were absent
from the top 100 cited domains in the housing
policy social media dialogue.
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Sentiment generally trended positive

on housing production.

We analyzed sentiment relying on VADER, a
commonly-used lexicon-based sentiment tool
which scores each word against a positive/negative
dictionary. There are issues with VADER's ability to
understand context and sarcasm, so these results
are more useful when comparing platforms.

Across 724,959 Reddit comments by
93,204 commenters, sentiment toward
housing leaned positive (mean +0.15,
50.0% positive vs 27.5% negative).

Traditional print news ran more positive:
87.5% trended positive, mean compound +0.71.
This included 280 articles, 150 of which were

in the Boston Globe.

The exception was Globe reader-comment
threads, which leaned negative (mean +0.05,
37.4% negative). However, it appears that a
handful of users drove that negativity. One
commenter posted 369 of 17,468 Globe comments
(2.11%), and the top 10 commenters together
accounted for 12.09%.

Sentiment Scoring

Reddit comments
+0.15, 50% positive

Boston Globe
reader-comment Traditional
threads : : print news
mean +0.05, : mean +0.71, 87.5%
37.4% negative trended positive

Negative Sentiment Neutral Sentiment Positive Sentiment

(Note that VADER scoring ranges from -1 (most negative) to +1(most positive). For this
work, VADER thresholds were the following: positive = compound > 0.05, negative =
compound < -0.05, and otherwise neutral.)
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Housing policy discussion on social media is
minuscule when compared to the active hous-
ing conversation focused on solving challenges
and finding support in a harsh housing market.

As noted, when we talk about housing, most often
we talk about day-to-day, personal challenges—
finding a home, affordability, housing subsidies and
programs—rather than housing policy.

The problems social media surfaces are a window
into daily challenges of a housing shortage and
worthy of our attention. It should be no surprise that
the most common topic is rent and affordability.

The shape of housing conversation on Reddit reflects
its growing stature as a trusted information resource.
Frequently, someone posts a question (Can my
landlord refuse to return my security deposit?

Where can | use my housing voucher?) or identifies

a need (My sister is homeless, what support is out
there?). Recognizing how active this information
resource is, we analyzed both content and accuracy.
In the companion report, Anchoring the Story, we
explore this further.
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Conclusions/
Recommendations

Our analysis offers several guideposts for
advocates. First, framing around lived experience
resonates. The narratives that feature common
language and relate to everyday lives get traction.
Using data in an argument or counterargument
may be the path to shaping policy or convincing
specific audiences; however, it appears to resonate
far less in social media and one, would assume,
one-on-one conversation.

The strength of parking and “luxury housing”
narratives raises the questions of why these beliefs
resonate and what framing or policy changes would
address concerns. A limitation of our methodology
is that it surfaces strong themes while it does not
tell us why those beliefs are held. In particular, the
luxury housing narrative—that new housing not only
doesn't serve average people but also creates an
upward spiral in housing costs— creates a wide
barrier to pro-production strategies. Further analysis
using traditional methods such as focus groups
may be a way to tease out underlying emotions

and perspectives.

Finally, the positive sentiment on social media
should be a cause for optimism. Every forum

for discourse has its flaws and biases. Housing
researchers and advocates have recognized public
forums like town meetings are frequently not
representative of a community’s residents.®

The general level of support for housing within
such a large slice of the population on social media
suggests what advocates have long believed.

The need for more housing is understood and
widely accepted.
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Endnotes

1 M.G.L. Chapter 40A, Section 3A enacted January, 2021, commonly referred
to as MBTA Communities Act or 3A. It should be noted that by May 2026,
166 communities complied with the law.

2 Reuters Institute, Digital News Report 2025 p. 119 https://reutersinstitute.
politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2025-06/Digital_News-Report_2025.pdf

3 It should be noted that several social media sources such as X or Meta are
"walled gardens" which could not be analyzed for this report.

4 Throughout this report, a narrative is "popular” or a "winner" when it ranks
high on organic adoption rate (the share of mentions that originate in
user-generated content rather than professional media or advocacy
websites) and engagement-weighted volume (total upvotes, replies, and
reshares accrued by items containing the narrative). A narrative is a "loser"
when it appears infrequently relative to the size of the housing-policy
conversation, regardless of who introduces it.

5 See for example Einstein, Katherine Levine, David M. Glick, and Maxwell
Palmer. 2019. Neighborhood Defenders: Participatory Politics and America's
Housing Crisis. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
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Leveraging CHAPA’s place as a convener and bridge-
builder, the Housing Policy Action Center strives to:

Ask questions that matter

Deliver rigorous research, partnering with top-notch
academics and thinkers

Activate ideas through CHAPA's practitioner network

Move the conversation forward into policies, programs,
and systems that sustain a better Massachusetts
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