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The Backfire Effect 

• “ …the phenomenon in 

which people become 

more entrenched in false 

beliefs when confronted 

with evidence that 

contradicts their views.”1



# 1: The mobility, personal 
responsibility, and self-
makingness backfire1



#2: the separate fates and 
zero-sum thinking backfire1



#3: the thin understanding 
of cause and effect backfire1



#4: the crisis and 
fatalism backfire1



#5: the facts don’t fit 
the frame backfire1



#6: the NIMBY and 
natural segregation 

backfire1



Why does the backfire effect 
matter?



How can we avoid backfires 
with housing messaging?



How we 
can avoid 
backfires1

Recommendation 1: Tell stories that balance the 

people, places, and systems perspectives. 

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.

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

“Story of Them.”

Recommendation 4: Bring the connection between 

housing and other issues into sharper focus.

Recommendation 5: Help people connect the causes 

and effects of housing insecurity. 



How we 
can avoid 
backfires1

Recommendation 6: Make it clear that where you live 

affects you.

Recommendation 7: It’s okay to raise challenges of 

the past, but focus on the kinds of change that lead to 

better outcomes. 

Recommendation 8: Use robust examples that show 

how new housing policies worked.

Recommendation 9: Avoid leading or over-relying on 

the terms “housing” or “affordable housing”

Recommendation 10: Widen the public’s view of who 

is responsible for taking action and resolving outcomes. 
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