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Abstract 
Developing compact urban form is a key strategy for the decarbonization of cities. Though many 

Canadian municipalities have declared climate emergencies, few have made progress on enabling 

compact land use. What, then, are the prospects for mitigating climate change via increased density? In 

this analysis, we examine two datasets: survey data of Canadian municipal elected officials (N=1156), 

and a representative survey of the Canadian public (N=3925). We find robust evidence in both samples 

that elected officials and members of the public who support local climate action are more likely to 

endorse low-carbon transport than to endorse compact cities. Among politicians, 35% strongly supported 

climate action, but only 17% strongly supported both climate action and increased density in established 

neighborhoods. Since compact cities are critical to the success of low-carbon transport, voters may 

struggle to identify local candidates who endorse both climate action and the policies necessary to attain 

it. We further examine predictors of opposition to densification among members of the public, finding 

that, all else equal, home ownership is associated with a 33% decrease in the likelihood of a participant 

strongly supporting new housing in established neighborhoods. While cities could use a variety of policy 

tools to increase density – including zoning changes, shorter public consultations, and reduced car parking 

– political will to implement these policies may be lacking. Given the obstacles to local action identified 

here, we suggest that provincial or national legislation may circumvent local opposition and accelerate the 

transition to a more compact urban form. 

 

Key Policy Insights 

• Both city officials and members of the public who support climate action are more supportive of 

low-carbon transport than compact neighborhoods. This represents a missed opportunity, since 

dense housing complements low-carbon transport making it more cost-effective and efficient. 

• Opposition to new housing in existing neighborhoods is especially strong amongst homeowners 

(who possess disproportionate political power at the local level).  

• Views on increased housing in existing neighborhoods are not polarized along partisan lines, 

suggesting the possibility of bipartisan action at higher levels of government.  
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Introduction 

In their recent report, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change stated, with high confidence, that 

there is robust evidence for compact urban growth enabling lower emissions within cities (S. Lwasa, 

2022). Compact cities achieve lower greenhouse gas emissions in a variety of ways; they allow for 

increased financial feasibility of public transit systems (de Coninck et al., 2018), encourage smaller 

homes with lower energy use (Moura et al., 2015; Jones and Kammen, 2014), and preserve carbon-

sequestering ecosystems outside of cities (S. Lwasa, 2022).  

In Canada, research shows that low density settlements contribute to higher greenhouse gas emissions 

through greater gasoline consumption and larger dwelling sizes (Fercovic and Gulati, 2016; Welegedara 

et al., 2021; VandeWeghe and Kennedy, 2007). However, local Canadian policies have thus far not 

incentivized urban growth towards higher density. In deregulated cities such as Calgary and Edmonton, 

housing has been added largely through urban sprawl (Han et al., 2020). Cities with substantially lower 

emissions per capita (e.g., Vancouver) have experienced a shortage of housing supply that has driven up 

prices and encouraged displacement of households to surrounding suburban areas (Fercovic and Gulati, 

2016; CMHC, 2022). In the Greater Toronto Area and Hamilton (home to 19% of Canada’s population), 

larger than forecast population growth combined with undersupply of housing has led to a “drive till you 

qualify” dynamic: residents who are priced out of more central communities move to smaller towns or 

suburbs on the periphery with cheaper housing and longer commutes (Moffatt and Atiq, 2022). In all of 

these examples, increased housing density in established neighborhoods offers a powerful tool for 

Canadian municipalities to contribute to climate action. 

Canada is not the only nation experiencing these dynamics. In particular, the major cities of Australia, 

New Zealand, and the United States have similar levels of urban density, car infrastructure, and travel 

habits, while Western European cities and high-income cities in Asia have substantially higher rates of 

density and public transport usage (Kenworthy, 2003). Australia, New Zealand, and the United States are 

also experiencing high housing prices relative to income (OECD, 2022), and many of their jurisdictions 

employ laws which are known to prevent compact cities (Whittemore and Curran-Groome, 2022; 

Greenaway-McGrevy et al., 2020).  

Some restrictions which are understood to impede city densification include building height maximums, 

minimum unit size, parking minimums, limiting accessory dwellings (e.g., laneway homes), limiting 

floor-to-area ratios, setback requirements, and mandatory public hearings for zoning exemptions (Bronin, 

2022). Some of these effects are intuitive: height restrictions have been found to cause cities to expand 

outwards since they prevent upward growth (Bertaud and Brueckner, 2005). Others, like public hearings 

for taller buildings but not for single family homes, may delay approvals and thereby favor sprawl over 



 

 

intensification. Other policies can be used to encourage densification less directly, such as greater 

investments in public transit instead of automobile infrastructure, and the creation of urban growth 

boundaries (Tiitu et al., 2021; Pond, 2009).  

In major North American cities, policymaking aimed at densification has been limited. For example, a 

proposal in Vancouver to approve buildings up to 12 stories without public hearings (provided that 30% 

of units were affordable housing) was rejected by city council, with a majority of councilors citing public 

opposition (CBC, 2021). Given the control that members of the public and local officials have over land 

use in many jurisdictions, it is important to understand the views of these two groups. 

Political support for compact cities 

Members of the public often hold misperceptions about which climate actions are the most important or 

effective (Wynes et al., 2020). Misperceptions may sometimes be attributed to the availability heuristic, 

where people focus on ideas that come to mind most readily (Tversky and Kahneman, 1974) which 

explains why people overestimate the energy savings associated with turning off lightbulbs (Attari et al., 

2010). However, members of the North American public correctly understand that switching from 

personal vehicles to public or active transport is a high-impact action (Wynes et al., 2020). Since policy 

preferences are in part driven by perceptions of policy efficacy (Drews and van den Bergh, 2016), 

climate-concerned citizens may correctly conclude that active transport/public transit are pro-climate 

policies. Furthermore, public transit, much like support for climate action, is associated with left-wing 

political preferences (Manville and Cummins, 2015), making it even more likely that climate action 

supporters would also back public transit expansion.  

Though increasing residential density is a key climate policy available to municipal decision-makers 

(Wheeler et al., 2018; Lee and Lee, 2014), it is less intuitively related to effective climate action. For 

instance, in the United States public, 75% of Americans believe that it’s better for the environment if 

houses are built far apart (Orth, 2022). It is reasonable to predict that pro-climate voters might 

underestimate the climate efficacy of this policy and therefore support it less.  

Amongst United States mayors, Democrats are more supportive of policies that would inconvenience 

motorists and more supportive of local climate action than are Republicans, but both parties are roughly 

equally supportive of increased density in existing neighborhoods (Einstein et al., 2018). An older study 

of Norwegian local officials also found that general environmental attitudes were more strongly 

correlated with restrictions on automobile use than with concentrated development patterns (Næss, 1993). 

Taken together, there is reason to believe that support for climate action and public transit are more 

related than support for climate action and housing densification among politicians. If climate-concerned 



 

 

municipal officials are not motivated to increase density, then there may be missed opportunities to drive 

climate action. Similarly, voters may have difficulty finding elected officials who simultaneously support 

climate action, low-carbon transport, and housing densification. Furthermore, if climate-concerned voters 

do not support dense housing policies, then they will not encourage their representatives to pursue an 

important strategy for climate action. 

To assess these questions, we propose the following hypotheses:  

H1 = There is a stronger correlation between pro-climate views and pro-transit views than 

between pro-climate views and pro-densification views in municipal leaders. 

H2 = There is a stronger correlation between pro-climate views and pro-transit views than 

between pro-climate views and pro-densification views in members of the Canadian public. 

Though many members of the public may oppose densification, or not realize its importance for climate 

action, there may be political coalitions that could drive change. Understanding the views and 

demographics of those who support density may therefore lend some insight into which parties or 

political coalitions are most able to implement change. Similarly, there may be incentives for individuals 

who would otherwise pursue climate action to oppose new housing in existing neighborhoods. For 

instance, homeowners have been shown to be less supportive of new housing in multiple cities 

(Hankinson, 2018; Pleger, 2017). We therefore hypothesize: 

H3 = Canadian homeowners will be less supportive of new housing in existing neighborhoods 

than Canadians who do not own homes. 

Methods 

To test our hypothesis concerning municipal elected officials we used data from the 2020 and 2021 

survey waves carried out by the Canadian Municipal Barometer (CMB) partnership (Lucas, 2020). The 

CMB surveys mayors and councilors from every city in Canada with a population greater than 9,000, 

soliciting their opinion on a range of issues, including electoral reform, taxation, social services, and 

intergovernmental relations, as well as gathering information on their personal demographics. Survey 

respondents are representative of Canadian municipal politicians in terms of gender, region, and 

municipal population (Blidook et al., 2021). The surveys were fielded in January and February, with 

multiple reminders and personal messages sent to encourage mayors and councilors to participate. Data 

from the CMB surveys has been used to investigate representation in municipal politics (Lucas, 2022; 

Lucas and Armstrong, 2021), the ideologies of municipal officials (Lucas, 2021), as well as to provide an 

overview of climate attitudes among politicians (Stecher and Lucas, 2021).  



 

 

Relationships between climate attitudes and attitudes on housing and transportation have not been 

investigated in this dataset, and so we published a preregistered report, including computer code, prior to 

analysis to avoid issues arising from multiple comparisons (Wynes and Matthews, 2023)1. By specifying 

researcher rationale, hypotheses, and methods prior to analyzing the data, pre-registration can prevent p-

hacking, selective reporting of significant results, and hypothesizing after the results are known 

(HARKing) (Baldwin et al., 2022; Gelman and Loken, 2013). This in turn leads to more reliable effect 

sizes (Strømland, 2019; Schäfer and Schwarz, 2019) and increased reproducibility (Protzko et al., 2020). 

See the Preregistered Report for more details on the authors’ limited knowledge of the dataset prior to 

analysis. 

To test our hypothesis regarding members of the Canadian public we used data from a nationally-

representative survey of Canadians gathered in an online panel survey with recruitment by Abacus Data. 

The survey had quotas for age, gender, language, and province. The survey was conducted from 

September 20, 2021, to October 12, 2021. Survey data were shared with the authors, but remained 

unpublished at the time of writing. Data were weighted using iterative proportional fitting (“raking”) to 

match census distributions for gender, education, immigration status, citizenship status, visible minority 

status, province of residence, and age category with weights ranging from 0.22 to 4.4 (and 95% of 

observations falling between 0.5 and 1.5 weights). We made use of these weights for descriptive statistics 

(e.g., the percentage of respondents supporting a certain policy position) but not for the rest of analyses 

(e.g., regression analyses).  

Survey wording for the questions on climate change (“Municipalities should play a strong role in 

reducing the effects of climate change, even if it means sacrificing revenues and/or expending financial 

resources”), active transport (“Municipalities should make their roads accessible to active transportation 

(walking, cycling) even if it means sacrificing driving lanes and/or parking”), and density 

(“Municipalities should encourage increased housing density in established neighbourhoods, even if some 

local residents object”), were identical in the survey of municipal officials and members of the public. 

Some questions (e.g., questions on support for public transit used as a robustness check) were only 

available in the public sample. Wording for certain questions in the CMB survey (and the public sample 

survey that borrowed questions from the CMB) was adapted from Einstein and Glick (2018) and 

Bucchianeri et al. (2021). Survey wording for all questions included in this analysis are available in the 

Supplementary Materials. 

 
1osf.io/f7cm8 



 

 

Some municipal officials completed the survey in both 2020 and 2021. For those participants we took 

average values of their pro-climate views, pro-active transport views, pro-density views and ideology. 

Other variables are not present in both waves of the survey or do not require averaging. Since our central 

question of interest involved the items on climate action, active transport, and density, only participants 

who responded to all three tradeoff questions were included for a final sample of 1,156. For descriptive 

statistics (e.g., the percentage of elected officials who support the Canadian carbon tax), all participants 

from the reduced sample who responded to the relevant question were included. 

Participants in the public sample who failed the attention check question have not been excluded because 

the representativeness of the data is a core concern and removing participants based on attention check 

failures has been shown to reduce representativeness (Anduiza and Galais, 2017). Participants in the 

public sample who engaged in satisficing either by speeding through the survey or ‘straightlining’ 

responses to questions were not included in the data, leaving a total of 3,925 participants. 

To test H1 and H2, (there is a stronger correlation between pro-climate views and pro-transit views than 

between pro-climate views and pro-densification views in municipal leaders/members of the Canadian 

public) we used the “cocor” package (Diedenhofen and Musch, 2015). We specified the method from 

Steiger (1980) for dependent, overlapping correlations to determine if there was a significant difference 

between the pro-climate/pro-transit correlation compared to the correlation between pro-climate and pro-

densification views. Because we hypothesized that one correlation would be greater than the other, we 

used a one-sided test. 

For the public data, as a robustness check, we ran the same test two more times: once with the same 

question for pro-climate views and pro-transport views but with a different measure of pro-densification 

views (“Local residents should have the right to approve or deny new housing construction in their 

neighbourhoods”) and then again with the same questions for pro-climate and pro-densification views but 

a different question for pro-transport (“Federal and provincial governments should increase funding for 

public transit infrastructure.”). To test H3 (Canadian homeowners will be less supportive of housing in 

existing neighborhoods than Canadians who do not own homes) we used ordinal logistic regression with 

the question measuring pro-density views as an outcome variable. We used ordinal logistic regression as 

it is well suited for analyzing survey data where the outcome variable is ordinal (such as with a Likert 

scale). We selected predictor variables which we thought are likely to affect perceptions of pro-density 

views including: homeownership, immigration preferences, self-perceived urban/suburban/rural, income, 

education, gender, and political ideology. 



 

 

Data analysis and visualization was conducted in R Version 4.2.0 (a programming language and software 

environment). All data analysis procedures, including code, were pre-registered on the Open Science 

Framework website. All replication files including data and code are available at osf.io/f7cm8. All 

participants provided consent before participating after reading a detailed consent page. Ethics approval 

was granted by Concordia University Human Research Ethics Committee under certificate number 

30016938. 

Results 

Of 1,156 elected officials, 450 (39%) stated strong agreement for active transport (walking and biking), 

even at the expense of driving lanes and parking (Figure 1). Strong agreement was similarly high (35%) 

for reducing the effects of climate change even if it required municipal finances (climate action) and 

slightly lower for increased housing density in existing neighborhoods, even if local residents object 

(31%). The majority of elected officials who responded to questions on the federal carbon tax as well as a 

question on stricter rules to control sprawl in their municipalities supported both policies (62% and 66% 

respectively).  

 

Figure 1: Policy preferences of municipal officials on questions related to climate change. Some 

respondents participated in both waves of the CMB survey. Those who provided different responses in 

each annual survey have been averaged here. 

The correlation between support for climate action and support for active transport (rs=.56, p<.001) was 

stronger than the correlation between support for climate action and support for increased density (rs=.32, 

p<.001) (Figure 2). A comparison of these two overlapping correlations showed that this difference was 

significant (z= 8.59, p<.001), confirming our first hypothesis. 

 



 

 

 

Figure 2: Plot showing policy preferences of Canadian municipal elected officials. Shading indicates 

95% Confidence Intervals. 

 

The weaker correlation between pro-climate views and pro-density views results in a smaller pool of 

candidates with strong support for both. For instance, out of the 407 elected officials who strongly 

support municipal climate action, 287 also state strong support for active transport compared to 200 who 

strongly support density. Only 173 participants stated strong support for municipal climate action, active 

transport, and increased density.  

Survey data of the Canadian public shows that a majority of participants supported both climate action 

and increased federal spending on public transit (with 36% strongly supporting climate action and 30% 

strongly supporting public transit). Similar rates of support were observed for active transportation (27% 

strongly agree) and the rights of residents to approve or deny new local housing (22%). Strong agreement 

with more immigrants in their local community (17%) and increased density (15%) were somewhat lower 

(Figure 3). 

 



 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Support for select policy measures in the Canadian public, based on weighted version of the 

sample. 

 

In the public sample, the correlation between support for climate action and support for active transport 

(rs=.36, p<.001) was stronger than the correlation between support for climate action and support for 

densification (rs=.20, p<0.001). Using a comparison of two overlapping correlations based on dependent 

groups this was confirmed to be a significant difference (z=8.23, p<.001), which exceeds the minimum 

predicted difference of rs=.05 that we described in the pre-registered report (Figure 4).  

 



 

 

 

Figure 4: Plot showing policy preferences of Canadian members of the public. Shading indicates 95% 

Confidence Intervals. 

 

To further confirm our second hypothesis, we ran the test again, replacing support for active transport 

with a second question that measured support for federal funding of public transit. We found the 

correlation between support for climate action and support for federal funding of public transit (rs=.29, 

p<.001) was also higher than the correlation between climate action and densification (z= 4.29, p<.001). 

As a final check for robustness, we ran the test a third time with the original questions for support for 

climate action and support for active transport, but replaced the measure of support for densification with 

support for residents’ rights to approve or deny new housing in their neighborhood, again finding a 

significant difference (z=11.77, p<.001). In fact, support for residents’ rights to approve or deny new 

housing was positively correlated with support for climate action (rs=.10, p<.001), despite the fact that an 

additional, local veto point is highly likely to lead to less densification (Einstein et al., 2019), and 

therefore slow potential climate action on this front. For all correlations, see Table 1. 

 



 

 

Table 1: Correlation matrix for select variables from survey of members of the Canadian public. 

 Education Income 
Ideology 

(right) 
Immigration 

Residents’ 

rights 
Pro-density 

Climate 

action 

Active 

transport 

Transit 

funding 

Education 1 . . . . . . . . 

Income .38*** 1 . . . . . . . 

Ideology .07*** .10*** 1 . . . . . . 

Immigration .20*** .09*** -.07*** 1 . . . . . 

Residents’ 

rights 
.03* .00 .15*** .00 1 . . . . 

Pro-density .11*** .03 .07*** .30*** -.11*** 1 . . . 

Climate 

action 
.07*** .01 -.19*** .28*** .10*** .20*** 1 . . 

Active 

transport 
.09*** -.04* -.07*** .29*** .10*** .29*** .36*** 1 . 

Transit 

funding 
.08*** -.04* -.15*** .31*** .06*** .22*** .29*** .32*** 1 

* = p<.05, ** = p<.01, ** = p<.001 

 

Table 2: Results from the ordinal logistic regression predicting pro-density views 

 Coefficient Std. Error t-value 

Renter 0.287 0.080 3.609 

Pro-immigration 0.608 0.039 15.454 

Rural 

(0=Urban, 2=Rural 
-0.218 0.051 -4.310 

Education 

(1-7) 
0.053 0.027 1.961 

Income 

(1-9) 
0.029 0.020 1.439 

Gender 

(Female) 
-0.179 0.073 -2.459 

Political ideology 

(0=left, 10=right) 
0.065 0.016 4.083 

Intercepts    

1| 2 -0.370 0.242 -1.528 

2| 3 1.343 0.241 5.564 

3| 4 3.256 0.249 13.085 

Residual Deviance: 6613.967, AIC: 6633.967,  

N=2667 (1258 observations deleted due to missingness) 

 

Our final hypothesis, H3, predicted that Canadian homeowners would be less supportive of housing in 

existing neighborhoods than would be Canadians who do not own homes. We tested this with an ordinal 

logistic regression (Table 2), finding support for this hypothesis. Compared to homeowners, participants 

who did not own homes were 33% more likely to have selected “strongly agree” to the question on 

increased neighborhood density compared to the remaining responses, all else held equal.  



 

 

Although we did not preregister a hypothesis regarding immigration, we found an even stronger 

relationship between pro-density and pro-immigration sentiments: for every one unit increase in support 

of more immigrants in their own neighborhood, participant support for dense neighborhoods rose by 84%. 

We also found rural participants to be less supportive of increased density than urban participants. As 

seen in Table 1, ideology was not as strong a predictor of views on density among the public, but right-

leaning participants were slightly more in favor of increased density than was the case for left-wing 

participants. Results grouped by preferred federal political party also showed that the electorate is not 

highly polarized on this question (see Supplementary Figure 1). 

 

Discussion 

We find that a majority of Canadian municipal officials state some level of support for three key 

positions: climate action, low-carbon transport, and increased densification of established neighborhoods. 

However, the correlation between supporting climate action and active transport is higher than the 

correlation between supporting climate action and increased densification. This means that a voter has a 

good chance of finding a candidate who supports climate action (e.g., 35% of our sample strongly agreed 

that municipalities should reduce the effects of climate change even if this requires sacrificing revenue) 

but a much lower chance of finding a candidate who supports climate action and densification (e.g., only 

17% of our sample strongly supported climate action and increased housing density in established 

neighborhoods). Voters who care about climate action, but are unsure of the best means of accomplishing 

this at the local level, are therefore unable to assume that a candidate who endorses climate action will 

also support the central policies necessary to achieve it. 

The Canadian public also display some incoherence on climate action. A large majority support climate 

action in general, including intuitive policy approaches that would address climate change at the local 

level such as better public transit and more active transport. But those who support climate action are less 

likely to support density (which is an important enabler of effective low-carbon transport) than active 

transport. Furthermore, a majority of members of the public support the rights of residents to approve or 

deny housing developments in their own neighborhood (Figure 3), even though such rights have been 

shown to act as a barrier to projects that might increase housing density (Einstein et al., 2019) and thereby 

aid in climate mitigation. 

Conflicting views are not uncommon when it comes to housing. For instance, members of the public with 

surface-level support for affordable housing may oppose actual efforts to build new housing when it 

affects them personally (Marble and Nall, 2021). Since homeowners are more politically active and have 



 

 

more at stake in maintaining the status quo, they can be particularly opposed to new housing 

developments (Yoder, 2020). We found similar relationships in our sample, where Canadian homeowners 

were less supportive of new housing in established neighborhoods than renters, even when controlling for 

ideology, urbanity, education, and income. 

If proposals for new housing or zoning reform are blocked by homeowners who wield disproportionate 

political power (Hall and Yoder, 2022) through unrepresentative processes (Einstein et al., 2022) then the 

local level may not be the most democratic or equitable scale for addressing sustainable land use (Purcell, 

2006). One avenue for change then lies in higher levels of government taking a larger role in regulating 

land use, especially for reluctant municipalities. Following the introduction of successful upzoning 

regulations that resulted in increased housing construction in the city of Auckland (Greenaway-McGrevy 

et al., 2020), New Zealand passed a law that would allow for the construction of three homes of up to 

three stories on most parcels that currently allow only a single home (Woods and Parker, 2021). Likewise, 

California recently passed a bill with bipartisan support that streamlines the process for homeowners to 

convert single-family parcels into multiple units (Office of Governor Gavin Newsom, 2021). These 

zoning changes should allow neighborhoods to become compact more quickly, as has been the case in 

Auckland, New Zealand (Greenaway-McGrevy and Phillips, 2022), and could be implemented in a 

variety of other jurisdictions around the world with exclusionary zoning laws. Higher levels of 

government could also tie funding to housing targets, giving municipalities an incentive to allow more 

housing (Lafleur and Filipowicz, 2023). 

Our findings from the public sample show that views on density are not highly sorted along party lines 

(Supplementary Figure 1). This is consistent with public messaging from some key Canadian politicians 

from across the political spectrum (Larsen, 2022; Gold, 2022). It therefore seems possible for parties at 

higher levels of government to take a bipartisan approach (as was done in New Zealand and California) to 

pass legislation with a lower chance of being reversed in later elections. 

One substantial benefit of such an approach is the scale and speed of change that could be accomplished. 

Housing is not an agile sector. Stock accumulates over decades and municipal decision-making often 

begins with commissioning studies that can take years to conclude. But the remaining carbon budget to 

meet international climate goals is dwindling rapidly (Matthews and Wynes, 2022). If North American 

land use were to be reformed from auto-dependent sprawl to walkable, low-carbon neighborhoods,  

carbon-sequestering lands would also be preserved from development. But, to achieve the full climate 

benefits of this transformation, changes need to be enacted at a pace that is compatible with meeting 

national and international climate targets.  



 

 

Here we focus on the climate impact of building compact neighborhoods, but it is worth noting that these 

policies can introduce a number of other co-benefits as well as some tradeoffs. In conjunction with efforts 

to move away from car-based transport, compact communities can lead to lowered air pollution and 

increased physical activity with ensuing benefits to respiratory and cardiovascular health (Giles-Corti et 

al., 2016). Dense urban settlements also allow for more cost-effective provisioning of public services 

(Carruthers and Ulfarsson, 2003, 2008; Hortas-Rico and Solé-Ollé, 2010).  

Though increased urban density can lead to greater flood risk and enhanced urban heat island effect 

(Caparros‐Midwood et al., 2017; S. Lwasa, 2022), the alternative (urban sprawl) can also enhance urban 

temperatures (Debbage and Shepherd, 2015), and new housing in the ‘wildland-urban interface’ increases 

susceptibility to risks like wildfires (Browne and Minnery, 2015; Greenberg, 2021; Radeloff et al., 2018). 

Since more housing in existing neighborhoods has mixed consequences for urban climate change 

resilience, careful planning, including efforts to increase green space and tree coverage, is needed to 

minimize tradeoffs (Pierer and Creutzig, 2019; Xu et al., 2019; Marando et al., 2022). 

For many North American cities, a central concern regarding housing is a growing lack of affordability 

(CMHC, 2022). The balance of evidence suggests that policies aimed at introducing more housing to 

existing neighborhoods should help with affordability issues. Minimum lot sizes (which require parcels of 

land to be above a certain number of square feet) and parking minimums (which require a minimum 

quantity of parking spaces) both result in lower density and are also associated with increased housing 

prices (Glaeser and Ward, 2009; Jia and Wachs, 1999; Shoup, 1999; Manville et al., 2013; Zabel and 

Dalton, 2011). Furthermore, new buildings can reduce prices by creating moving chains, whereby middle-

income households move into newer housing, creating vacancies that lower-income households can then 

occupy (Bratu et al., 2021; Mast, 2019; Lansing et al., 1969). Although densification is not always 

correlated with an absolute decrease in prices (Cavicchia, 2022), increased supply is understood to 

decrease housing prices at the metro level relative to a counterfactual with less supply (Glaeser and 

Gyourko, 2018; Mense, 2020; Gyourko and Molloy, 2015; Manville et al., 2022). Studies investigating 

the causal relationship between housing supply and prices find that new residential buildings also 

decrease rents at the neighborhood level (Asquith et al., 2021; Li, 2019), alleviating the displacement of 

long-time residents from a neighborhood (Pennington, 2021). Furthermore, these new buildings may 

eventually become affordable units through the process of downward filtering of households (Liu et al., 

2022). Because homelessness is driven by the cost of housing (Moore and Skaburskis, 2004; Colburn and 

Aldern, 2022; Glynn et al., 2021), addressing affordability has important implications for vulnerable 

sectors of the population, who are more exposed to risk in a changing climate (Kidd et al., 2021). 



 

 

Given that affordability is such a salient benefit, messaging strategies focused on lowering costs for 

renters and homebuyers may be more effective than many alternatives. Understanding which messages 

are more likely to increase support for density among various audiences could be a fruitful area for future 

research. Researchers could test messages focusing on climate action, increased affordability, “cutting 

red-tape,” welcoming immigrants, and preserving farmland or wilderness. To that end, one minor effort 

that cities or transit companies could undertake is to promote compact cities on their public transit 

advertising. These spaces are often used for public health messaging and so similar efforts could be made 

to explain that more housing options within the city will reduce rents while helping the climate. 

Additional research could also seek to understand what drives the disconnect between support for climate 

action and support for densification. For instance, financial interests may influence the beliefs of both 

renters and homeowners (Nall et al., 2022; Hankinson, 2018), while municipal officials may be hesitant 

to address a politically difficult issue. But it is also possible that misinformation or cognitive biases are 

responsible. Alternatively, some individuals may understand the connection, but prioritize goals perceived 

to be in opposition to urban infill. Untangling these motivations may shed some light on the 

generalizability of the findings. If cognitive biases are responsible then this phenomenon may be quite 

common, whereas if political factors predominate then we might only expect this relationship in 

jurisdictions with similar housing dynamics to the Canadian context (e.g., the United States, New 

Zealand, and Australia). 

 

Conclusion 

Compact cities enable walkability, more efficient public transit, and lowered greenhouse gas emissions, 

but North American cities have been slow to implement policies that would encourage densification. 

Using data from two large surveys we examined the views of Canadian municipal officials (N=1156), and 

members of the Canadian public (N=3925) on climate action and urban density. Both groups expressed 

support for climate action but were more supportive of low-carbon transit than they were of increased 

housing in established neighborhoods. The disconnect in these views could be driven by financial 

interests, political barriers, misinformation, or cognitive biases. We also find that homeowners are less 

supportive of increased density than renters, which is problematic since homeowners are more powerful 

and politically active at the local level. Taken together, these findings demonstrate substantial obstacles to 

achieving low-carbon communities through municipal land governance in Canada. 

Since many of these relationships and mechanisms are present in other countries dealing with urban 

sprawl and increased housing prices, we suspect that solutions may generalize to jurisdictions outside of 



 

 

Canada. One such solution involves policy change at higher levels of government where local opposition 

is less salient. We suggest that because stated preferences on increased density are not polarized by 

preferred political party, policies passed by provincial or federal governments likely face low risk of 

reversal at the hands of future governments. Indeed, several jurisdictions including California and New 

Zealand have already had success issuing bipartisan land use reforms. Policies introduced at higher levels 

of government also have the advantage of achieving emissions reductions more quickly than could be 

expected from dozens or hundreds of cities acting independently. 

We conclude by emphasizing the urgency and importance of building compact cities as a means of 

mitigating climate change and enhancing social equity. As we face a dwindling carbon budget and 

growing demand for housing, we must act swiftly to reform our land use patterns and create more 

walkable, livable, and sustainable neighborhoods. 
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    Supplementary Table 1: Correlation matrix for views of municipal officials 

 
Carbon 

tax 

Limit 

sprawl 

Climate 

action 

Active 

transport 

Increased 

density 

Ideology 

(right) 

Carbon tax 1 . . . . . 

Limit sprawl .16*** 1 . . . . 

Climate action .57*** .29*** 1 . . . 

Active transport .47*** .27*** .56*** 1 . . 

Increased density .28*** .17*** .32*** .38*** 1 . 

Ideology (right) -.52*** -.24*** -.51*** -.44*** -.32*** 1 

* = p<.05, ** = p<.01, ** = p<.001 

 

 

 

Supplementary Figure 1: Distribution of support for increased density by major political party based on a 

weighted version of the public sample. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Supplementary Text: Survey text 

 

Tradeoff_3 (cmb_3 in public sample): Municipalities should play a strong role in reducing the effects of 

climate change, even if it means sacrificing revenues and/or expending financial resources. 

Strongly disagree  (1)  

Somewhat disagree  (2)  

Somewhat agree  (3)  

Strongly agree  (4)  

Don't know  (9)  

 

tradeoff_4 (cmb_4 in public sample): Municipalities should make their roads accessible to active 

transportation (walking, cycling) even if it means sacrificing driving lanes and/or parking. 

o Strongly disagree  (1)  

o Somewhat disagree  (2)  

o Somewhat agree  (3)  

o Strongly agree  (4)  

o Don't know  (9)  

 

iss_12: Federal and provincial governments should increase funding for public transit infrastructure. 

o Strongly disagree  (1)  

o Somewhat disagree  (2)  

o Somewhat agree  (3)  

o Strongly agree  (4)  

o Don't know  (9) 

 

tradeoff_5 (cmb_5 in public sample): Municipalities should encourage increased housing density in 

established neighbourhoods, even if some local residents object. 

o Strongly disagree  (1)  

o Somewhat disagree  (2)  

o Somewhat agree  (3)  

o Strongly agree  (4)  

o Don't know  (9) 



 

 

iss_4: Local residents should have the right to approve or deny new housing construction in their 

neighbourhoods. 

o Strongly disagree  (1)  

o Somewhat disagree  (2)  

o Somewhat agree  (3)  

o Strongly agree  (4)  

o Don't know  (9) 

 

home: Which of the following best describes your current living situation? 

o I live in a residence owned by myself or my partner/spouse  (1)  

o I live in a residence owned by someone else but do not pay rent  (2)  

o I live in a residence owned by someone else and pay rent  (3)  

o Prefer not to say (9) 

 

iss_2 I would like to see more immigrants settle in my local community. 

o Strongly disagree  (1)  

o Somewhat disagree  (2)  

o Somewhat agree  (3)  

o Strongly agree  (4)  

o Don't know  (9) 

 

place_percep_most Which of the following words do you think best describes the place where you live? 

o Urban  (1)  

o Suburban  (2)  

o Rural  (3)  

o Don't Know  (9) 

 

Ideology: In politics people sometimes talk of left and right. Where would you place yourself on a scale 

from 0 to 10, where 0 means left and 10 means right? 

o Left 0   (0)  

o 1  (1)  

o 2  (2)  



 

 

o 3  (3)  

o 4  (4)  

o Centre 5  (5)  

o 6  (6)  

o 7  (7)  

o 8  (8)  

o 9  (9)  

o Right 10  (10)  

o Don't know  (99) 

 

education: What is the highest level of education that you have completed? 

o Did not complete high school  (1)  

o Completed high school  (2)  

o Some postsecondary (no diploma/ degree)  (3)  

o Completed technical/ community degree  (4)  

o Bachelor's degree  (5)  

o Master's degree  (6)  

o Professional degree or doctorate  (7)  

o Prefer not to answer  (9) 

 

income: The confidentiality of your responses to this survey is guaranteed, and knowing the approximate 

income of respondents helps researchers to identify important patterns and trends. Which of the following 

best indicates your annual household income before taxes? 

o Less than $25,000  (1)  

o $25,000 - $49,999  (2)  

o $50,000 - $74,999  (3)  

o $75,000 - $99,999  (4)  

o $100,000 - $124,999  (5)  

o $125,000 - $149,999  (6)  

o $150,000 - $174,999  (7)  

o $175,000 - $199,999  (8)  

o $200,000 or more  (9)  



 

 

o Prefer not to say/ Don't know  (99) 

 

Gender: Are you: 

o Man  (1)  

o Woman  (2)  

o My gender identity is:  (4) ________________________________________________ 

o Prefer not to answer  (5) 

 

partisan_fed In federal politics, do you usually think of yourself as a: 

o Bloc Québécois  (1)  

o Conservative  (2)  

o Green  (3)  

o Liberal  (4)  

o New Democratic  (5)  

o People's Party  (10)  

o Other (please specify)  (6) ________________________________________________ 

o None of the above  (7)  

o Don't know  (9)  

 

 

po_self_carbontax: The federal government should continue with the carbon tax.  

o Support  (1)  

o Oppose  (0)  

o Don't know  (9) 

 

 



 

 

po_self_sprawl: Your municipal government should create stricter rules to limit urban sprawl. 

o Support  (1)  

o Oppose  (0)  

o Don't know  (9) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


