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Abstract
We explore the participation levels of NIMBY (‘Not In My Backyard’) proponents versus 
other voices at public hearings San Francisco, a city with an exceptionally dire housing cri-
sis. Once very diverse, radical, and bohemian, San Francisco has become the most expen-
sive city in the US, which caters to a wealthy minority—heavily connected to the tech 
industries of the neighboring Silicon Valley. Taking a qualitative approach, we review vid-
eos of planning commission meetings between 2018 and 2019 in San Francisco in which 
housing development proposals are considered. We find that NIMBYism continues to dom-
inate the dialog at public hearings on development proposals. Planning meetings appear to 
be dominated by older, white, and financially stable residents, and this is a major (though 
not sole) barrier to the city’s social mix.

Keywords San Francisco · Housing affordability crisis · Social mix · NIMBY · Public 
participation

1 Introduction

This article explores the relative participation levels of ‘Not In My Backyard’ (NIMBY) 
proponents vs other voices at public hearings in San Francisco, a city with an exception-
ally dire housing crisis. Our hypothesis is that NIMBYism is a key factor that undermines 
social mix in San Francisco. The NIMBY phenomenon has been discussed in planning lit-
erature for decades (see, among others, Dear, 1992; Pendall, 1999; Schively, 2007; DeVer-
teuil, 2013; Payton Scally & Tighe, 2015). However, it is worth revisiting because it is 
particularly insidious at a time and place where a mass of poor people are forced to live on 
the streets and in their cars because they cannot afford any housing, even in the form of a 
single room. We aim to find out whether NIMBY attitudes dominate planning hearings on 
housing development proposals, or whether other movements have gained momentum.
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Once very diverse, radical, and bohemian, San Francisco has come to have the most 
expensive housing stock of any US city. It now caters just to a wealthy minority—heavily 
connected to the tech industries of the neighboring Silicon Valley (Schafran, 2013). As one 
commentator notes:

technology firms are at the heart of San Francisco’s new political economy but their 
vision of the city is all about private property and profitability and thus retains a cen-
tral role for real estate (Stein, 2019:39).

Rents and house prices are no longer affordable to service workers and to the creative 
and alternative life-style communities, dissidents, and migrants—for which San Francisco 
was once a special haven (Metcalf, 2015; see also Wehrhahn, 2015; Mayer et  al. 2012). 
Another commentator observes:

The quirky, counter-cultural San Francisco so many of us fell in love with is almost 
gone now, destroyed by high housing costs. We’ve lost not only the politics, but all 
kinds of cultural experimentation that just doesn’t thrive in places that are expensive. 
(Metcalf, 2015:1)

In the decades since the 1960s, there has been a growing chasm between housing costs in 
San Francisco and the rest of the United States (Fig. 1). As the graphs show, during the 
current tech boom there has been a particularly intense upward spiral in housing costs. 
These costs have remained high even during the Covid-19 pandemic. The advent of short-
term rental platforms such as Airbnb has had a negative effect too, by removing already 
scarce housing units from the long-term rental market (BoS 2015). Rental costs are par-
ticularly concerning in a city where traditionally, two thirds of residents have been renters 
(Rosen & Sullivan, 2014).

Under these circumstances, conversations and confrontations between NIMBYs and 
their opponents take place weekly at the San Francisco Planning Commission Meetings. 
Which group drives the public discourse at this point? Research has found that in other 
US cities with a comparable housing crisis, planning meetings are dominated by well-to-
do, retired baby boomers (Einstein et  al. 2019; Holleran, 2020). Is this the case in San 
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Fig. 1  Trends in rents and house prices (unadjusted), U.S., California, and San Francisco compared. Charts 
by authors based on data from US Census, Zillow, and California Association of Realtors
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Francisco too? Are older, wealthier, and more powerful homeowners dominating public 
participation and overshadowing community activism by renters supporting the construc-
tion of more housing (Scally & Tighe, 2015)? Or, is the situation here different than else-
where given the city’s past social mix and current housing stress? Have San Francisco 
youth embraced anti-NIMBY attitudes? As members of the Y and Z Generations, are they 
“taking on the boomer-led power structure” (Eskenazi, 2018)?

The dynamics of public meetings in San Francisco may be familiar to planners in other 
US coastal cities with tight housing markets and high development pressures. They may 
also be of interest to planners working in less contentious planning environments. Argu-
ably, these public participation processes are what makes planning work both fascinating 
and challenging. In addition to existing professionals, the article provides some lessons for 
planning students, in the US and elsewhere, who will soon enter the profession, on what 
to expect while conducting public meetings. Before proceeding to the empirical study, 
we succinctly review the concept of NIMBYism and compare it to other movements—the 
YIMBY movement in particular.

2  Theoretical background on NIMBYism

Coined in the 1970s, the term NIMBY describes active, vocal, and connected residents 
who protest against new development proposals in their area (in particular mid-rise and 
high-rise apartment buildings), even where they believe that such developments would be 
beneficial to a city or region at large (Eranti, 2017; Burningham, 2000; Barlow, 1995). 
NIMBY parochial interests (and fears) include: preserving class status, excluding lower 
income households, limiting competition for parking and school placements, preserving 
views and open spaces, protecting home values, and the like (Wassmer & Wahid, 2019). 
Restricting housing supply results in shortages which increase the value of existing hous-
ing (Gerrard, 1994). Where developments include affordable housing, especially rental 
housing, a NIMBY tactic is to frame prospective tenants as freeloaders, anti-social, and 
even potentially criminal (Scally, 2012; Wilton, 2002). As such, the term NIMBY has neg-
ative connotations in academic circles (Petrova, 2016).

In the United States, NIMBYism has a strong racial and class dimension as it tends to 
be perpetuated by the white middle and upper classes, while minority communities are 
often the victims (Gerrard, 1994; Werner, 1998; Wilton, 2002). Given that these groups 
hold more socio-economic clout, have stronger political connections, and are more capa-
ble of mobilizing the media, they are often (though not always) in a position of taking 
institutionalized action against new development proposals and pressuring municipalities 
to adopt various regulatory barriers to new housing (Gerrard, 1994). As Scally (2012:719) 
explains, these “range from direct exclusion of multifamily development to indirect exclu-
sion through cost inflation caused by imposing growth boundaries, enacting strict envi-
ronmental controls, requiring low-density development and thwarting infill development, 
charging excessive fee, and inefficiently moving proposed projects through the permitting 
pipeline, among other things.” Lawsuits are also common (Werner, 1998).

The NIMBY phenomenon is evident throughout the industrialized world, and does 
not focus exclusively on new housing development but may target other socially desir-
able land-uses such as renewable energy plants, assisted living facilities, and even 
bicycle lanes (Lake, 1993; Hayden Lesbirel, 1998; Galster et al. 2003; England, 2007; 
Devine-Wright, 2014; Butterworth & Pojani, 2018; Pegler et al. 2020). However, it is 
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especially prevalent in American city-regions, in which power over development per-
mits is decentralized among small jurisdictions and local politicians are accountable to 
relatively small constituencies (see Dear, 1992; Pendall, 1999; Schively, 2007; DeVer-
teuil, 2013; Scally & Tighe, 2015).

It is often the case that NIMBY proponents are highly emotional and even irrational 
or hostile, with limited information on the project to which they are opposed (i.e., the 
actual risks and benefits) (Doberstein et al. 2016; Gibson, 2005). In reality, the effect 
of new housing construction on existing home values within a neighborhoods is less 
than clear (see Wassmer & Wahid, 2019). In some cases, NIMBYism is fueled by 
nostalgia for a romanticized and now largely bygone era in America when whiteness 
afforded sacrosanct socio-spatial privileges (Wilton, 2002). There is some evidence 
that, where new housing construction and residential densification is framed as deliv-
ering public benefits in the form of reduced carbon footprint and traffic, local residents 
are more willing to accept incremental increases. However, this approach is unlikely to 
overcome NIMBYism (Doberstein et al., 2016).

In some regions in Europe and Australia which are also at risk of housing unaf-
fordability, local governments have moved to reduce the negative impacts of NIMBY-
ism by emphasizing public participation at the policy-setting stage, rather than when 
an individual development application is submitted. Additionally, local councilors are 
limited in their involvement with the development approvals process. Many applica-
tions, particularly those which have high strategic importance, are at high risk of cor-
ruption, and/or are sensitive, are assessed by expert panels (including environmental 
lawyers and professional planners) rather than politicians (see Baker et al. 2007; PIA 
2012; Pacione, 2014).

However, a technocratic approach and a frontloading of public participation activi-
ties minimizes opportunities for objections, which also raises concerns. A cornerstone 
of democratic processes is to allow residents to have a say on a development. It is 
dangerous to assume that land-use experts and planning agencies are always “morally 
right” or “rational” – especially in light of the devastating legacy of the modernist 
movement in cities (Gibson, 2005). As Gibson (2005: 382) observes, “one can eas-
ily imagine instances when, by preventing the state from pursuing ill-conceived and 
costly projects, local opposition movements could be doing the public a big favor.” 
Local opponents of a development proposal may in fact articulate motives and con-
cerns—for example, environmental protection—that “transcend their own narrow self-
interest” (Gibson, 2005:387). In neoliberal planning contexts, where public scrutiny is 
absent, planning decisions have been known to systematically favor developers (Kwok 
et al. 2018). In authoritarian contexts, a lack of public participation has enabled gov-
ernments to impose inappropriate planning decisions on communities that have no 
recourse (Pojani 2017). The balance between efficiency, fairness, and inclusiveness is a 
delicate one, and in some cases, NIMBYism may be viewed as a manifestation of col-
lective action and popular resistance (Barlow, 1995; Hager & Haddad, 2015).

Several movements have emerged to counter NIMBYism. One in particular, called 
‘yes in my back yard’ (or YIMBYism) will be reviewed in more depth later on as it is a 
more recent movement and, as evident from the name, has positioned itself in dialectic 
opposition to NIMBYism. The latter is particularly detrimental in San Francisco, due 
the critical characteristics of the city’s and region’s land-use, demographic, and eco-
nomic systems. We summarize these below.
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3  Case study context of San Francisco

The City of San Francisco is one of approximately one hundred cities in the metropoli-
tan region (San Francisco Bay Area), with a population of nearly 900,000 out of a met-
ropolitan population of 7 million. San Francisco is surrounded by moderate-sized sub-
urbs. The Pacific Ocean is to the west of the city and there are large bays on the east and 
north sides. Therefore, there is little room for urban expansion. The median household 
income in San Francisco is quite high relative to other cities, at over $100,000 per year 
(US Census, 2020). Alarmingly, a local family is considered as ‘low income’ on a sal-
ary of nearly $120,000 per year (Nunn & Shambaugh, 2018). Education levels are also 
very high with 57 percent of the population possessing an undergraduate or postgradu-
ate degree. While two thirds of the population are employed, the poverty rate is close to 
the US average, at 11 percent. The city includes many migrants: 43 percent of people 
speak a language other than English at home, with Spanish and Asian languages domi-
nating. Less than half of the population is White, more than a third is Asian, 15 percent 
is Hispanic or Latinx, and just 5 percent is Black (US Census, 2020).

The cities that comprise the San Francisco Bay Area have virtually complete powers 
over new development, and their budgets for municipal services (including schools) are 
largely locally-based. A major portion of these suburbs are dominated by single-family 
homeowners. These homeowners feel strong incentives to minimize or preclude addi-
tional development, especially of multi-family housing and particularly housing afford-
able to lower-income groups (Iglesias, 2002; Wheeler, 2001). The foregoing character-
istics are typical of the larger metropolitan areas in North America (see Eskenazi, 2018; 
Doberstein et  al. 2016; Been, 2018). However, in the case of San Francisco, the sup-
ply system has been especially dysfunctional. While rent levels have soared above the 
national average since the 1990s (Fig. 1), the rate of new construction of multi-family 
housing has been low. According to some estimates in the mid-2010s, over the course 
of several decades, San Francisco should have been building at least 5000 new housing 
units a year to deal with the growing demand but instead averaged only about 1500 a 
year (Metcalf, 2015).

In the late 1960s, San Francisco’s progressive culture forged an anti-development 
stance, which endures into the present (Weiner, 2015). At the time, a preservationist 
movement was a reaction to urban renewal “bulldozing black neighborhoods, ramming 
freeways through cities, and foreboding public housing towers” (Metcalf, 2015:1). In 
that context, the political Left cast itself as a defender of local character against profit-
driven developers supported by Governor Ronald Reagan (Beitel, 2012; Rolle & Verge, 
2015). But local residents continue to be vocal in their opposition to new development, 
including housing development, even now that the city faces an extreme affordable 
housing shortage (Graham, 2018).

Housing demand has skyrocketed in San Francisco over the past few decades (see 
Fig. 1). A key explanation is a rekindled interest in urban living. Unlike previous gen-
erations that sought (and legislated) a conformist, car-oriented suburban lifestyle (Baar, 
1992; Hirt, 2015), the Millennial generation seeks “interesting” places and experiences. 
Rather than moving in pursuit of job opportunities and financial rewards, as it was cus-
tom in the past, younger people have become motivated to move to attractive places 
which provide an urban lifestyle (Florida, 2012; Twenge, 2018). At the same time, 
opportunities to create new housing by expanding outwards are quite limited in San 
Francisco by the ocean on one-side and a large bay on two other sides.
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In addition to urbanity and topography, in San Francisco housing pressures have been 
greater than elsewhere due to the waves of “technology gold rush” that the city has experi-
enced (Bowles, 2019; Ferenstein, 2019; Ghaffary, 2019). The ‘dot com booms’ of the late 
1990s and 2010s resulted in an influx of lucrative tech companies moving to Silicon Val-
ley and their employees moving to San Francisco. Between 2011 and 2017, the city added 
175,000 jobs but built fewer than 20,000 housing units (Graham, 2018). Most new units 
were in the form of luxury high-rise development targeting upper-income residents rather 
than serving the city’s poor (Hartman & Carnochan, 2002; Stein, 2019). Hence gentrifica-
tion and displacement of low socio-economic communities ensued, and San Francisco’s 
socio-economic mix was undermined (Beitel, 2012). One commentator recounts:

Historically, the south side of the city was racially and ethnically mixed, a patchwork 
of different communities brought by the work that has pulsed through the city, as 
well as the home of the nation’s most prominent queer community. But as industrial 
work trickled out of the city, the tech industry moved in, bringing highly educated 
white people who make lots of money into formerly working-class areas. (Madrigal, 
2019: 5)

In 2019, the median house price was an astonishing US$1.3 million whereas average rents 
were more than $1700 per month (McCamy, 2019). Residents are now struggling to meet 
their rent payments; buying a house is no longer an option for most (Mayer et al. 2012). 
Cohen and  Martí (2016:1) of the Council of Community Housing Organizations note that.

more than 4100 housing units have been removed from the affordable housing sup-
ply over the last 10 years through condo conversions, demolitions, owner move-in 
evictions, Ellis Act evictions1 and other means (not including tenant “buyouts” which 
are dramatically on the rise as well). Across the City there is a ratio of three existing 
units lost for every four new affordable units produced.

This means that the stock of existing affordable units is being eroded at a faster pace than 
the speed of constriction of new affordable units. Those who cannot leave to other cities are 
moving into houseboats or even decrepit and unanchored vessels on the bay to escape the 
burden of increasing rent prices (Carlton, 2019). The homeless population, already quite 
high, increased by 17 percent between 2017 and 2019, to reach about 7000 (Ho, 2019). 
Now the city has one of the highest rates of income inequality in America (Reuell, 2019). 
Even so, a common tactic employed by NIMBY groups is to pressure local officials to 
put affordable housing projects through the so-called CEQA process (California’s Environ-
mental Quality Act, which mandates an Environmental Impact Report), thereby consider-
ably slowing or even halting construction (Wassmer & Wahid, 2019).

One California law from 1978, Proposition 13, fueled NIMBYism considerably. It rolled 
property taxes back to 1976 values, with very limited annual rises (properties could only be 
reassessed after a sale). Under these circumstances, adding new housing would strain local 
finances as building costs would be higher than property tax revenues. Given a housing 

1 The San Francisco Tenants Union explains on its website (www. sftu. org/ ellis) that “The ‘Ellis Act’ is a 
state law which says that landlords have the unconditional right to evict tenants to ‘go out of business.’ … 
The Ellis Act is included in the just causes for eviction under the Rent Ordinance as Sect. 37.9(a)13). Ellis 
Act evictions generally are used to change the use of the building. Most Ellis evictions are used to convert 
rental units to condominiums, using loopholes in the condo law. … Also, Ellis evictions are used to convert 
multi-unit buildings into single family homes that are mansions.”.

http://www.sftu.org/ellis
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crunch, old-time homeowners became increasingly motivated to embrace NIMBYism 
than under a regime of rising property taxes. Moreover, in the current context of exorbi-
tant housing prices, new homeowners who have recently stretched to purchase a house are 
extremely motivated too to protect their investment (Dougherty, 2020).

Under these circumstances, a new movement, YIMBYism, has emerged (McCormick, 
2017; Warburg, 2017), which is now spreading beyond the United States to Canada, Aus-
tralia, and Europe (McCormick, 2017). YIMBY activists turn NIMBY arguments on their 
head by arguing that new housing development is positive in terms of social mix, as it 
provides more opportunities for shelter to more people (Rayment, 2016). While not uni-
versally applauded, the movement is gaining traction and media attention, and an official 
group called ‘YIMBY Action’ has been launched (www. yimby action. org).

While the term YIMBY was coined in the last few years, the idea of a portion of San 
Franciscans supporting construction and being pro-development is not new. One of the 
early documented cases of YIMBYism was a protest during California’s housing crisis 
of the 1980s. Locals requested planning reforms and relaxation of land-use regulations in 
order to lower housing costs (Gray, 2018b). In 1991, a special housing commission, which 
was federally appointed to study local barriers to the construction of affordable housing, 
produced a widely circulated report, ‘Not in My Back Yard: Removing Barriers to Afford-
able Housing’ (US Department of HUD 1991). The report questioned the continuing legal-
ity of the bedrock of U.S. land-use planning, the single-family only zone.

However, the YIMBY movement has also attracted critics, who denounce it for prom-
ulgating market-driven solutions to the San Francisco housing crisis, under a ‘build, baby, 
build’ mantra. This approach is seen as supporting unrestrained capitalism, anti-regulation, 
whitewashing, neoliberal multi-culturalism, and racialized gentrification (Dougherty, 2020; 
McElroy & Szeto, 2017). Because San Francisco lacks physical space for expansion, the 
development of market-rate condos may imply the demolition of existing houses and busi-
nesses and the displacement of lower-income tenants (Rosen & Sullivan, 2014). While 
an increased supply of market-level units may alleviate housing pressures at the regional 
level, this effect may not be felt at the block level in San Francisco – certainly not in the 
short term. Here, the unmet demand for housing is so extreme that new construction invites 
gentrification and augments racialized surveillance and criminalization of the poor. Filter-
ing—a trickle-down process by which older market-rate units become more affordable as 
new, shiny units are inserted into the market—may take years to materialize. In much of 
San Francisco there may be no filtering at all—especially where older units are in heritage 
buildings (e.g., Victorian or Art Deco houses) which are aesthetically desirable to the edu-
cated middle-classes (McElroy & Szeto, 2017; Zuk & Chapple, 2016).

Meanwhile, displaced and dispossessed people (often ethnic minorities) may find it dif-
ficult to access affordable housing in Bay Area cities that are located within a reasonable 
commuting distance of San Francisco because those cities enforce single-family zoning 
regulations, which keep out the poor. Therefore, they are pushed out to far flung exurbs 
(Schafran, 2013; Walker & Schafran, 2015). Dougherty (2020:90–97) provides a list of 
incensed public comments received by a suburban municipality in the San Francisco Bay 
Area when a new housing development was proposed:

“Traffic,” “too aggressive,” “not respectful,” overburdening,” “an embarrassment,” 
“outraged,” “audacity,” “very urban,” … “will allow more crime to be committed,” 
... “deeply upset,” “unsightly,” “monstrosity,” “inconceivable,” “simply outrageous,” 
“vehemently opposed,” “sheer scope,” “too much,” “semi-rural,” “very wrong,” 
“blocking views,” “inconsistent,” does not conform,” … “property values will be 

http://www.yimbyaction.org
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destroyed,” … “the project will strain our already underfunded schools,” “…there 
is already plenty of housing available within commuting distance of San Francisco,” 
[and] “don’t expect my vote in the future if this passes”

Given extreme decentralization and powerful suburban communities, new market-rate 
housing development in San Francisco needs to go hand in hand with other interventions 
including eviction protection, rent stabilization, low-income housing construction, residen-
tial hotel construction, inclusionary zoning, relocation assistance, and job-housing link-
age programs (Rosen & Sullivan, 2014; Walker, 2018). A number of non-YIMBY groups 
such as the Tenants Union, Tenants Together, Our Mission No Eviction, Housing Rights 
Committee, Causa Justa, Council of Community Housing Organizations (Choo Choo), 
Coalition on Homelessness, Plaza 16 Coalition, and others are pushing for these types 
of solutions, which help the poor and promote social mix. Often, the members of these 
organizations are working-class tenants of color. However, they too are fraught with inter-
nal conflicts and clashing goals, and often have to make tradeoffs and uneasy alliances with 
other groups, including NIMBYs (Dougherty, 2020:122).

Obviously, the NIMBY and YIMBY movements do not stand in dialectic opposition. 
The picture is more much complex. While YIMBY activists propose market-rate housing 
as an important solution, they do not necessarily support all new development indiscrimi-
nately. Their goals are not simply to disempower planning departments, eliminate red tape, 
and give developers free reign (Holleran, 2020). Many YIMBYs encourage housing devel-
opment that caters to people from all walks of life and all income levels (Brown & Glanz, 
2018; Schneider, 2018). A good portion of their suggestions—filling empty lots, creating 
transit-oriented development, making it easier for homeowners to add accessory units (i.e., 
“in-law” units)—are quite reasonable (Walker, 2018).

YIMBYs advocate for increases in housing supply at the regional level too—not only in 
San Francisco—so that suburban cities share some of the infrastructure burden and absorb 
some of the population (Holleran, 2020). Also, YIMBYs believe that housing proposals 
need to follow sound and sustainable planning principles if they are to be approved. An 
offshoot of YIMBYism is ‘Public Housing in My Backyard’ (PHIMBYism), whose follow-
ers advocate exclusively for public housing (Schneider, 2018). While YIMBYs have the 
support of developers and conservatives, as might be expected (Walker, 2018), many mem-
bers are trained in urban planning, design, and architecture and believe that by supporting 
higher-density, more compact development they are following the profession’s consensus 
(Holleran, 2020).

On the positive side, YIMBYism is helping change planning conversations, and counter-
balance NIMBYism (McCormick, 2017). The YIMBY Action Director states that “nobody 
would be talking about housing in the way they are if we hadn’t dramatically moved the 
discourse and that’s great” (Eskenazi, 2018). Partly owing to the push from YIMBY advo-
cates, in 2016 the ‘100% Affordable Housing Bonus Ordinance’ was adopted in San Fran-
cisco. It provides density and height bonuses for developers in return for incorporating per-
manently affordable dwellings within a project for very low, or low, or moderate income 
households. If a residential development includes 20% affordable housing units on-site, 
then the development could be granted up to a 35% density bonus (San Francisco Planning, 
2019).

Also in 2016, an amendment to the CEQA process was proposed, which sought to 
severely restrict NIMBYs’ capacity to legally challenge affordable housing proposals if 
these met all the local building codes. But only a diluted version of the law was approved 
in 2017, because as Wassmer and Wahid (2019: 344) explain, the proposed amendment.
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faced resistance on multiple fronts, including: (a) environmental groups who saw it 
as undermining CEQA’s true intent, (b) localities who saw it as a threat to local con-
trol and land use, and (c) NIMBY groups who feared the loss of a tool they found 
effective at keeping affordable housing out of their neighborhoods.

Again in 2016, San Francisco’s Accessory Dwelling Unit Program became available city-
wide to accelerate the approval of secondary units, in-law units, or cottages added to exist-
ing houses. In 2019, there was substantial public support, but passage was not garnered 
for legislation requiring that California city governments allowed significantly more dense 
construction near transit hubs (Yglesias, 2018). While these bills have been lambasted for 
disregarding “the stark differences between heavily impacted central cities and exclusion-
ary suburbs” (Walker, 2018:232), they suggest that at least a portion of the Golden State’s 
population has come to realize that housing density increases are paramount (though insuf-
ficient by themselves) to increase the supply of affordable housing (Gray, 2018a).

4  Data and methods

This study follows a qualitative approach to answer the research question (whether NIMBY 
attitudes continue to dominate planning hearings on housing development proposals, or 
whether other voices have gained momentum). Public participation is a cornerstone of the 
San Francisco planning process. Typically, all residents and owners of properties located 
within 150 feet of a proposed development and all registered neighborhood groups are 
notified of upcoming public meetings. In the case of large projects, developers are expected 
to meet with the local community prior to submitting a preliminary project assessment 
application, and once this has been reviewed by the City, they are expected to attend one or 
more public meetings. Based on San Francisco’s Inclusionary Housing Program, develop-
ers of projects with ten or more residential units are required to sell or rent a percentage of 
the units below market, a rate that is affordable to low and/or middle-income households 
(or pay an Affordable Housing Fee in lieu).

We review videos of Planning Commission meetings between 2018 and 2019 in the 
San Francisco City Hall in which housing development proposals were considered, and 
verbal input from members of the public was received. The San Francisco planning website 
(www. sfpla nning. org/ plann ing- commi ssion) provides the following information on the role 
and composition of the Planning Commission:

The Planning Commission consists of seven commissioners appointed by the Mayor 
and the President of the Board of Supervisors. They hold weekly public hearings and 
maintain the San Francisco General Plan. The commission oversees the San Fran-
cisco Planning Department. … Members of the Planning Commission provide an 
invaluable service to the City: they advise the Mayor, Board of Supervisors and City 
departments on San Francisco’s long-range goals, policies and programs on a broad 
array of issues related to land use, transportation, and current planning. Addition-
ally, the Commission has specific responsibility for the stewardship and maintenance 
of San Francisco’s General Plan. Planning Commissioners serve 4-year terms. Four 
of the seven Commissioners are appointed by the Mayor, three are appointed by the 
President of the Board of Supervisors.

http://www.sfplanning.org/planning-commission
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The videos of the Planning Commission meetings are publicly accessible via the San Fran-
cisco Government TV website.2 (The City and County of San Francisco, as many other 
public agencies in the US, routinely record public hearings and make them available online 
as part of their transparency programs.) A total of 20 videos were reviewed, which included 
more than 80 h of meeting footage. Meetings varied substantially in length, from one hour 
to nearly ten hours. A range of videos were purposively selected to provide coverage on a 
variety of topics including (1) affordable housing, (2) luxury developments, (3) re-zoning, 
(4) discretionary reviews, and (5) planning code amendments (Table 1). These meetings 
attracted more than 720 comments from approximately 550 participants. (It was impossible 
to determine the percentage of attendees who provided comments.) The time limit for each 
public speaker was usually 3 mList of San Francisco Planning Commission videos used in 
this study.

Each public commenter was tracked using an ID number. Estimates of the speaker’s age 
(in 10-year intervals, starting at 20), gender (male or female), race (white or non-white), 
and migrant status (US-born or migrant) were recorded along with any significant state-
ments made. (Note that some people commented at multiple hearings.) Naturally, these 
estimates cannot be 100 percent accurate as they are based on people’s appearance and 

Table 1  List of San Francisco Planning Commission videos used in this study

Source: San Francisco Government TV: http:// sanfr ancis co. grani cus. com/ ViewP ublis her. php?% 20% 20% 
20% 20view_ id= 20

Video ID Date recorded Title

1 14.03.2019 Regular Hearing
2 07.03.2019
3 28.02.2019
4 21.02.2019
5 07.02.2019 Special Planning Commission Meeting in School hall
6 31.01.2019 Regular Hearing
7 24.01.2019 Special Joint  Planning & Historic Preservation Com-

mission Meeting
8 24.01.2019 Regular Hearing
9 17.01.2019
10 10.01.2019
11 06.12.2018
12 15.11.2018
13 25.10.2018
14 11.10.2018
15 06.09.2018
16 30.08.2018
17 23.03.2018
18 19.07.2018
19 14.06.2018
20 03.05.2018

2 The link is: http:// sanfr ancis co. grani cus. com/ ViewP ublis her. php?% 20% 20% 20% 20view_ id= 20.

http://sanfrancisco.granicus.com/ViewPublisher.php?%20%20%20%20view_id=20
http://sanfrancisco.granicus.com/ViewPublisher.php?%20%20%20%20view_id=20
http://sanfrancisco.granicus.com/ViewPublisher.php?%20%20%20%20view_id=20
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speech at meetings. For example, some foreign-born commenters may have migrated to 
the United States as children and therefore speak English with an American accent. Also, 5 
percent of the population is of mixed race in San Francisco (US Census, 2020). However, 
these estimates provide information on the general trends in the public discourse. No infor-
mation was available on the commenters’ place of residence.

The data was coded manually based on thematic analysis, in an iterative process which 
is common for qualitative studies. It is considered as appropriate when the research is 
focused people’s views, opinions, knowledge, experiences, or values—as in this case. We 
closely examined the data in order to identify common “themes,” in other words topics, 
ideas, and patterns of meaning that emerged repeatedly (Lune & Berg, 2017). While cod-
ing, we did not assess all aspects of the public participation process. Rather, we sought to 
discern whether instances of NIMBYism and/or anti-NIMBYism were present in public 
comments, and which group, if any, drove the public debate.

To contextualize the methodology: planning meetings and hearings usually happen 
during weekdays, and most working-class people impacted by gentrification are unable to 
attend them. (The data do not allow researchers to discern whether commenters are blue- 
or white-collar workers—unless a commenter volunteers this information.) The follow-
ing section will show that, despite efforts to achieve inclusivity on part of San Francisco’s 
planning department, the playing field of public hearings is uneven and may be filled with 
various biases.3

5  Findings and discussion

Our analysis, delineated below, reveals that, while anti-NIMBYism elements have a sig-
nificant presence at development hearings in San Francisco, the presence of NIMBYs still 
dominates. It is impossible to determine with certainty that NIMBYism alone has exacer-
bated the housing crisis as we cannot directly measure the impact of NIMBYs on the votes 
of the Commissioners. However, we postulate that the persistence of NIMBY proponents 
does have an effect. Among the YIMBYs, a critical issue was whether or not a proposed 
development included an allocation for affordable units (inclusionary housing).

5.1  Limited participation and inclusiveness at planning meetings

Previous research has suggested that planning meetings are dominated by older retirees 
from the baby boom cohort (Einstein et al. 2019; Holleran, 2020). These are not necessar-
ily “country club types”: in more progressive cities, NIMBYism is sometimes the prov-
ince of “educated older hippie types” (Holleran, 2020:12). Our study has produced slightly 
different results. In San Francisco, 63 percent of commenters are over 40 but the largest 
percentage of commenters falls into the 40 to 60 age group—in other words, what may be 
considered as older members of Generation X rather than Baby Boomers (Fig. 2). It may 
be the case that, as the Baby Boom generation is aging, and Generation X is becoming 
established in the home ownership market, the latter is coming to represent the interests of 
homeowners.

3 Where direct quotes are reported, these have been lightly edited for clarity.
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However, commenters tend to be older and “whiter” than the city average and do not 
mirror the local demographic distribution. Underrepresented in planning meetings are 
age groups 20–30, 30–40, and 70 + , while the white population is overrepresented at 65 
percent, compared to 48 percent in the city overall. While younger participants tend to 
be equally split in terms of race, whites predominate by a large margin after age 40. The 
gender split of commenters is about 50/50, reflecting the city average. First-generation 
migrants (who speak English with a foreign accent) are underrepresented at 13 percent 
(compared to 35% in the city overall). (A translator is usually on site and used by 4% of 

Fig. 2  Relative age of public commenters against San Francisco population, as estimated by the authors 
(One of the meetings (February 7, 2019) was excluded from this graph as it is an outlier. It was held at a 
local high school in the late afternoon, rather than the usual location in the city in the middle of the day. At 
this meeting, approximately 150 people commented which is significantly more than at any other meetings. 
The commenters also demonstrated a much larger age variation, with 65 percent estimated to be under 40. 
The source of data on total population is the United Sates Census Bureau) 

Fig. 3  Support for development proposals by age group, as estimated by the authors
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commenters who cannot speak English). Hence, public participation at planning forums 
may not accurately depict the overarching attitudes of the general population.

Older commenters tend to have stronger views against development which can be asso-
ciated with NIMBYism (Fig.  3). We find that a typical stance among this age group is 
wanting ‘to preserve the character of the neighborhood’. This is often repeated in their 
statements. However, a shift against NIMBYism is also evident—among younger com-
menters, renters in particular, many of whom lament a lack of affordable housing. A state-
ment by the Planning Commission President summarizes this dynamic:

I am a member of generation X and I do think that there is a generational shift here 
between how the baby boomer generation and how millennials use land and the way 
that we use resources and… I think that it is something that we are not acknowledg-
ing here. (Meeting 1, female, non-white, 40–50 years).

Commenters who explicitly state a reason for support or opposition of a proposal are rep-
resented in  Figs. 4 and 5, respectively. Most commenters speaking in support of a pro-
posal due to its inclusion of affordable housing are younger residents, in the 20–30 year age 
group. Similarly, younger people tend to oppose development that does not include afford-
able housing options. This could be attributed to the Millennial experience of being unable 
to afford to purchase a house, and even struggle to make rent payments. (This cohort has 
been dubbed “generation rent.”) But it could also be motivated by a more inclusive outlook 
among youth, and a lower tolerance for socio-economic inequality (Twenge, 2018). The 
comment below is representative of the views of the younger cohort of commenters:

One of the best solutions to address the homelessness crisis is by providing afford-
able housing opportunities…with every new market rate project that you approve, 

Fig. 4  Reasons for support for development by age group, as estimated by the authors (Figures  4 and 5 
include only those commenters who provided an overt justification of their opinion. There were many com-
menters who did not provide a reason for their support or opposition to a proposal; those were included in 
Fig. 3) 
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there is one less affordable housing development that we have to be able to place 
homeless families into. (Meeting 5, male, white, 20–30)

 There are also commenters who oppose new development generally but at the same time 
advocate for affordable housing. This is evidence of the PHIMBY phenomenon (support 
only for affordable housing) (Schneider, 2018).

Concern about affordable housing appears to dwindle as commenters’ age increases. A 
high proportion of older commenters (aged 50–60 years) oppose development based on 
other reasons such as access to a view or wanting to maintain their neighborhood character. 
The anti-development attitude of the older demographic could owe to the homeownership 
status of this group. Many may have purchased houses a long time ago, under much more 
favorable market conditions, and are personally unaffected by currently exorbitant rental 
or house prices; in fact, they may stand to profit from real estate bubbles. The comments 
below echo a general sentiment among older residents:

Just because everyone wants to live here, doesn’t mean everyone can live here (Meet-
ing 1, male, white, 70+).
Just because people demand affordable housing doesn’t mean that we need to provide 
it (Meeting 6, female, white, 60–70).

Meanwhile, one regular commenter, who is a member of YIMBY Action, says:

The Homeowners Association came out here and told you their agenda pretty clearly. 
They said that their mission is to preserve the value of the neighborhood. The ‘fidu-
ciary interest of the neighborhood’ is what they said. In other words, they’re here 
because they want high property values. And we maybe shouldn’t take that into 
account in our public policy making. The interests of a Homeowners Association are 
not the same as the interests of the people. We need more housing… (Meeting 18, 
female, white, 20–30)

Fig. 5  Reasons for opposition to development by age group, as estimated by the authors
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But an anti-development stance among long-timers may also owe to resentment toward 
what is perceived as the “tech invasion” of the region. They feel that “their” city—the 
proud birthplace of the Black Panthers, the LGBTQ + movement, the Beat Generation, 
and other cultural landmarks—is being entirely transformed by Silicon Valley’s cataclys-
mic money and is selling its soul to venture capitalists and computer coders (see Bachrach 
& Christensen, 2014; McClelland, 2018; Solnit & Schwartzenberg, 2018; Walker, 2018). 
Manifestations of this sentiment are the longstanding disputes over the traffic congestion 
allegedly caused by tech company buses who transport their employees from San Francisco 
to Silicon Valley campuses (De Kosnik, 2014).

The conflict between NIMBY residents and others is clearly evident in all the planning 
meetings reviewed for this study. There are two distinct sides at every meeting, which at 
times become hostile and argumentative. However, the current public participation pro-
cess does not appear to be effective at engaging all relevant members of the community 
equally for the purpose of achieving an optimal and equitable outcome. While many people 
do speak up freely at public meetings, commenters do not reflect the city’s demographic 
composition, described earlier. There are five to ten regular attendees at meeting who are 
well-versed on the topic at hand; they have often worked in, and retired from, the planning 
or property industry. The Commissioners welcome their input.

Limited representation is partly a result of the timing of meetings at City Hall. Meetings 
are scheduled during working hours and commenters lament that there is uncertainty over 
the length of meetings and the time when specific items will be considered. Some meet-
ings last approximately an hour, while others continue for almost ten hours. While there 
is a public agenda, items are removed, continued, deferred, or taken out of order at the last 
minute and without notice. Therefore, participants cannot be sure if their item of interest 
will be tackled. This is inconvenient for the majority of working people and those with 
childcare duties. As one pro-development housing advocate states at a regular meeting:

They [working people] have a difficult time in this somewhat democratic process of 
a Thursday afternoon. ‘Can you take off work and ditch for an hour to wait in line for 
25 min to speak to a group of people that will not actually be voting on anything.’ 
(Meeting 1, male, white, 20–30)

At one meeting, which exceptionally was hosted at a local school hall in the evening and 
offered on-site childcare, the number and diversity of public commenters increased dra-
matically. There were more people of color among the attendants and speakers, as well as 
people who work during the day.

In addition to inconvenient timing, the negative environment that prevails at public 
meetings is also not conducive to people wanting to attend and comment. Many of the 
meetings are volatile and can easily turn extremely acrimonious. (At some meetings much 
time was wasted when the Commissioners had to stop the proceedings and calm the crowd 
in order to continue.) There is also evidence of neighbors using public hearings to argue 
long-standing disputes or even blatantly slander one other. Accusations like the following 
are not uncommon:

[Commenter X] has a track record of making unfair and retaliatory allegations in an 
effort to boost his own personal net worth at the expense of the people around him. 
(Meeting 12, male, white, 40–50)

It appears that planning meetings provide participants with a platform in which to vent 
pent-up anger. However, studies have pointed out that people who are less assertive (for 
example, youth or women) or migrants with weaker English language skills may be 
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intimidated by this atmosphere (see Listerborn, 2007; Ortiz Escalante & Gutiérrez Val-
divia, 2015).

5.2  NIMBYism on display during public meetings

The data reflect a world where commenters proceed to recount stories incorrectly, quote 
false or misleading information, and/or justify their opinions through personal emotive 
experiences. This is evident because many assertions made by individual commenters are 
then contradicted or corrected by Commissioners, planning staff, or other public comment-
ers. Many commenters do not directly speak in support or opposition of a development 
proposal being discussed, but rather recount personal experiences and emotions. Then 
other commenters “piggyback” off these ideas and comments. For example, commenters 
frequently mention the potential price decrease of their homes caused by new development. 
In response, the Commissioners regularly state that this does not appear to be the case and 
that research does not support the view that new housing development reduces the value of 
existing homes. The State Senator, Scott Weiner, has also publicly stated that:

These arguments don’t hold water. Indeed, in recent history, we’ve never come close 
to producing enough housing to allow anyone to argue that increasing housing sup-
ply doesn’t stabilize housing prices. (Weiner, 2015)

 While Weiner is considered as a vocal YIMBY supporter, independent research conducted 
at the Institute of Governmental Studies at the University of California at Berkeley has con-
cluded that “at the regional level, both market-rate and subsidized housing reduce develop-
ment pressures, but subsidized housing has over double the impact [on affordability] of 
market-rate units” (Zuk & Chapple, 2016:1). At a meeting, a Commissioner clarifies:

I saw a lot of negative comments…somebody saying [that] the city is legalizing 
‘homeless tent cities’. I’m not sure where this comes from… I would be very disap-
pointed if there is, indeed, this type of communication in the public, to really push 
back on something which I believe is constructive, forward-looking and well within 
the city’s way of doing things. (Meeting 3, female, white, 60–70).

Yet, these opinions persist. Many of the commenters appear to have an overarching distrust 
towards all developers, believing that an entire occupational category is hostile, intrac-
table, and solely driven by profit. This outlook hinders developers, including those who 
can potentially increase the affordable housing supply, and promotes NIMBYism. In some 
cases, meeting participants do call out those who are misinformed or seek to manipulate 
others:

A lot of Mission4 residents resist new construction due to fear of gentrification and 
displacement, but that fear is largely based on anecdotal data that was put out by the 
project opposition…For the past 6 years, the opposition has relied on anecdotal data 
to make false arguments. I support this project because I believe in a need for hous-
ing for all. (Meeting 5, male, non-white, 20–30)

4 The Mission is a historic neighborhood in San Francisco, historically housing working-class Chicano/
Latino people but now much gentrified.
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The comment on NIMBYism in more impoverished areas stemming from fear of gentrifi-
cation is salient. Residents are concerned that any new housing units here will be seized up 
by higher income people, thus pushing up all prices in an area—not only housing but also 
food and other goods. Anti-gentrification activists in San Francisco are known for their 
stance that “YIMBYs should basically full-stop not advocate for housing in gentrifying 
communities” (Dougherty, 2020:229).

Discretionary Review (DR) cases are particularly polarizing during public meetings. 
NIMBYism is especially evident during those. By way of explanation, a DR takes place 
when the Planning Department or a member of the public requests the Planning Commis-
sion to exercise its discretionary power and review a proposal. A DR is meant to be used in 
“exceptional and extraordinary circumstances” as determined by neighbors of a proposed 
project (City and County of San Francisco, 2018:1):

Once the assigned planner determines the minimum standards are met and the pro-
ject is approvable, the Department will mail a notice to residents and property own-
ers within 150 feet of the subject property, as well as registered neighborhood organi-
zations. The notification period provides neighbors with the opportunity to assess the 
project and determine whether the project creates or contains any exceptional and 
extraordinary circumstances.

The Planning Department makes a recommendation to the Planning Commission on 
whether the DR case should be approved, and the Commission tends to follow that rec-
ommendation. However, YIMBY Action (2017) points out that DR “is a costly process 
whereby frivolous objections can slow down affordable housing for months or years.” 
Academic research has found that discretion lowers public trust in the planning process 
and leads to discord (Kwok et al. 2018). The YIMBY advocate quoted above states at a 
meeting:

[DRs] pit neighbor against neighbor in this very destructive and hostile way that 
is sad and disappointing. … This is why planners quit. This is why the Planning 
Department is constantly losing qualified people: because they cannot handle this. 
This is the worst that our city has to offer. (Meeting 18, female, white, 20–30)

6  Conclusion

It is perhaps ironic that some of the most socially progressive American cities also feature 
some of most virulent forms of NIMBYism (Dougherty, 2020). While 1990s’ inhumane 
revanchinsm that blamed the poor for urban problems has abated in some cities, such as 
New York and Los Angeles (DeVerteuil, 2019), this study shows that NIMBYism (a resid-
ual of the revanchism) continues to dominate the discourse at public hearings on develop-
ment proposals in San Francisco. As such, it is poised to overwhelm other voices and needs 
and consequently undermine social mix in San Francisco. Even as a major housing crisis 
has settled in, and additional homes are needed for low-and middle-income residents, not 
to mention thousands of homeless, opposition to new development is widespread. While 
alternative movements are gaining momentum, anti-NIMBY voices are hardly the most 
powerful in the city. Planning meetings appear to be dominated by older, white, homeown-
ers who are more concerned about their property values and other personal hindrances than 
about the common good. Poorer, younger, and “ethnic” residents (particularly renters), 
while pro-development and pro-affordable housing, remain underrepresented. This issue is 
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not simply generational, as proposed by YIMBY supporters: in the US context, class and 
race are central to the housing precariat (Holleran, 2020).

Public comment at planning meetings allows people to exercise their democratic right 
and freedom of speech. At the same time, planning meetings provide a forum in which 
residents can vent their frustrations, be they with neighbors, developers, or the tech indus-
try that has appropriated the city. To the extent that Planning Commissioners base their 
votes on public comment, meetings provide an opportunity for NIMBY attitudes to impact 
planning decisions. This state of affairs in what was once a most radical and progressive 
city, supports an outcome unfavorable to the public need to improve housing affordabil-
ity. It has undermined San Francisco’s famed diversity and is precluding social mix in its 
residential neighborhoods. Beyond NIMBYism, other factors that produce housing crises 
and preclude social mixing – speculative investing, financial excess, tax havens, and socio-
economic inequality (McElroy & Szeto, 2017) cannot be addressed through planning pro-
cesses or even housing legislation alone (Walker, 2018). They necessitate systemic changes 
in American society and polity.

Declarations 

Conflict of interest The authors declare no conflict of interest

References

Baar, K. (1992). The national movement to halt the spread of multifamily housing, 1890–1926. Journal of 
the American Planning Association, 58(1), 39–48

Bachrach, E., Christensen, J. (2014). What’s the Matter with San Francisco? We’re not arguing about what 
really matters. Boom: A Journal of California, 4 (2), 3–6.

Baker, M., Coaffee, J., & Sherriff, G. (2007). Achieving successful participation in the new UK spatial plan-
ning system. Planning, Practice & Research, 22(1), 79–93

Barlow, J. (1995). The politics of urban growth: ‘Boosterism’ and ‘NIMBYism’ in European boom regions. 
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 19(1), 129–144

Been, V. (2018). City NIMBYs. Journal of Land Use & Environmental Law, 33(2), 217–250
Beitel, K. (2012). Local protests, global movements capital, community, and state in San Francisco. Temple 

University Press.
Board of Supervisors. (2015). Analysis of the impact of short-term rentals on housing. Report, San Fran-

cisco. Available at: https:// sfbos. org/ sites/ defau lt/ files/ FileC enter/ Docum ents/ 52601- BLA. Short TermR 
entals. 051315. pdf. Last accessed on 15 February 2021.

Bowles, N. (2019). When Uber and Airbnb go public, San Francisco will drown in millionaires. The New 
York Times,  7 March.

Brown, G., & Glanz, H. (2018). Identifying potential NIMBY and YIMBY effects in general land use plan-
ning and zoning. Applied Geography, 99, 1–11

Burningham, K. (2000). Using the language of NIMBY: A topic for research, not an activity of researchers. 
Local Environment, 5(1), 55–67

Butterworth, E., & Pojani, D. (2018). Why isn’t Australia a cycling mecca? European Transport, 69(4), 
1–22

Carlton, J. (2019). Housing in San Francisco is so expensive some people live on boats - move onto water is 
latest sign of affordable-housing crisis. Wall Street Journal 16 May.

City and County of San Francisco. (2018). San Francisco Planning: Discretionary Review. Report, available 
at: https:// sfpla nning. org/ resou rce/ discr etion ary- review, viewed 30 July 2020.

Cohen, P., Martí, F. (2016). The ‘affordable housing balance’ just keeps getting worse. San Francisco Exam-
iner, 7 April.

De Kosnik, A. (2014). Disrupting technological privilege: the 2013–14 San Francisco Google bus protests. 
Performance Research, 19(6), 99–107

https://sfbos.org/sites/default/files/FileCenter/Documents/52601-BLA.ShortTermRentals.051315.pdf
https://sfbos.org/sites/default/files/FileCenter/Documents/52601-BLA.ShortTermRentals.051315.pdf
https://sfplanning.org/resource/discretionary-review


571NIMBYism as a barrier to housing and social mix in San Francisco  

1 3

Dear, M. (1992). Understanding and overcoming the NIMBY syndrome. Journal of the American Planning 
Association, 58(3), 288–300

DeVerteuil, G. (2013). Where has NIMBY gone in urban social geography? Social & Cultural Geography, 
14(6), 599–603

DeVerteuil, G. (2019). Post-revanchist cities? Urban Geography, 40(7), 1055–1061
Devine-Wright, P. (Ed.). (2014). Renewable energy and the public: from NIMBY to participation. Routledge.
Doberstein, C., Hickey, R., & Li, E. (2016). Nudging NIMBY: do positive messages regarding the benefits 

of increased housing density influence resident stated housing development preferences? Land Use 
Policy, 54, 276–289

Dougherty, C. (2020). Golden gates: fighting for housing in America. Penguin Press.
Einstein, K., Palmer, M., & Glick, D. (2019). Who participates in local government? Evidence from meet-

ing minutes. Perspectives on Politics, 17(1), 28–46
England, P. (2007). The South East Regional Plan: a landmark in the demise of the ‘developmental’ state? 

(or NIMBY comes to Brisbane). Australasian Journal of Natural Resources Law and Policy, 11(2), 
119–144

Eranti, V. (2017). Re-visiting NIMBY: From conflicting interests to conflicting valuations. The Sociological 
Review, 65(2), 285–301

Eskenazi, J. (2018). Election 2018: SF voters just kicked the YIMBYs right in their backyards. Where do 
things go from here? Mission Local 19 November.

Ferenstein, G. (2019). The complications of blaming the tech industry for San Francisco’s housing crisis. 
Forbes 28 April.

Florida, R. (2012). The rise of the creative class revisited. Basic Books.
Gerrard, M. (1994). The victims of NIMBY. Fordham Urban Law Journal, 21(3), 495–522
Galster, G., Tatian, P., Santiago, A.M., Pettit, K., Smith, R. (eds.) (2003). Why not in my backyard? Neigh-

borhood impacts of deconcentrating assisted housing. New Brunswick, NJ: CUPR/Transaction.
Ghaffary, S. (2019). Even tech workers can’t afford to buy homes in San Francisco. Vox 19 March.
Gibson, T. (2005). NIMBY and the civic good. City & Community, 4(4), 381–401
Graham, J. (2018). Affordable housing crisis: What you must know about the housing bubble. Investor’s 

Business Daily 17 August.
Gray, N. (2018a). The YIMBYs lost in California. But they’re just getting started. CityLab 28 April.
Gray, N. (2018b) When the federal government takes on local zoning. CityLab 20 August.
Hager, C., & Haddad, M. A. (Eds.). (2015). NIMBY is beautiful: cases of local activism and environmental 

innovation around the world. Berghahn Books.
Hartman, C., & Carnochan, S. (2002). City for sale: the transformation of San Francisco. University of 

California Press.
Hayden Lesbirel, S. (1998). NIMBY Politics in Japan. Cornell University Press.
Hirt, S. (2015). Zoned in the USA: the origins and implications of American land-use regulation. Cornell 

University Press.
Ho, V. (2019). Homelessness surges in San Francisco while tech’s richest grow richer. The Guardian 18 

May.
Holleran, M. (2020). Millennial ‘YIMBYs’ and boomer ‘NIMBYs’: generational views on housing afford-

ability in the United States. The Sociological Review. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 00380 26120 916121
Iglesias, T. (2002). Managing local opposition to affordable housing: a new approach to NIMBY. Journal of 

Affordable Housing & Community Development Law, 12(1), 78–122
Kinder, P. (2008). NIMBY (not in my backyard) phenomenon. In R. W. Kolb (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Busi-

ness Ethics and Society. (Vol. 1, pp. 1507–1507). Sage Publications.
Kwok, M., Johnson, L., & Pojani, D. (2018). Discretion and the erosion of community trust in planning: 

Reflections on the post-political. Geographical Research. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ 1745- 5871. 12310
Lake, R. (1993). Rethinking NIMBY. Journal of the American Planning Association, 59(1), 87–93
Lee, W. H., Ambrey, C., & Pojani, D. (2018). How do sprawl and inequality affect well-being in American 

cities? Cities. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. cities. 2018. 02. 023
Listerborn, C. (2007). Who speaks? And who listens? The relationship between planners and women’s par-

ticipation in local planning in a multi-cultural urban environment. GeoJournal, 70, 61–74
Lune, H., & Berg, B. (2017). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences. Pearson.
Madrigal, A. (2019). Who’s really buying property in San Francisco? The Atlantic 19 April.
Mayer, M., Marcuse, P., & Brenner, N. (2012). Cities for people, not for profit: Critical urban theory and 

the right to the city. Routledge.
McCamy, L. (2019). 11 facts about San Francisco’s housing market that will make you glad you live 

somewhere else. Business Insider 6 June.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026120916121
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-5871.12310
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2018.02.023


572 G. McNee, D. Pojani 

1 3

McClelland, C. (2018). Silicon City: San Francisco in the long shadow of the Valley. W. W. Norton & 
Company.

McCormick, E. (2017). Rise of the YIMBYs: The angry millennials with a radical housing solution. The 
Guardian 2 October.

McElroy, E., & Szeto, A. (2017). The racial contours of YIMBY/NIMBY Bay Area gentrification. 
Berkeley Planning Journal, 29(1), 7–46

Metcalf, G. (2015). What’s the matter with San Francisco? CityLab 23 July.
Nunn, R., Shambaugh, J. (2018). San Francisco: Where a six-figure salary is low income. BBC News 10 

July.
Ortiz Escalante, S., & Gutiérrez Valdivia, B. (2015). Planning from below: using feminist participa-

tory methods to increase women’s participation in urban planning. Gender & Development, 23(1), 
113–126

Pacione, M. (2014). The power of public participation in local planning in Scotland: the case of conflict 
over residential development in the metropolitan green belt. GeoJournal, 79, 31–57

Pegler, C., Li, H., & Pojani, D. (2020). Gentrification in Australia’s largest cities: a bird’s-eye view. Aus-
tralian Planner. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 07293 682. 2020. 17756 66

Pendall, R. (1999). Opposition to housing: NIMBY and beyond. Urban Affairs Review, 35(1), 112–136
Petrova, M. (2016). From NIMBY to acceptance: Toward a novel framework. Renewable Energy, 86, 

1280–1294
Planning Institute of Australia. (2012). A new planning system for NSW. Report, available at: https:// 

www. plann ing. org. au/ docum ents/ item/ 4334, viewed 20 April 2019.
Pojani, D. (2017). Cities as story: redevelopment projects in authoritarian and hybrid regimes. Journal 

of Urban Affairs, 40(5), 705–720
Rayment, N. (2016). Let’s talk about the stories-not the storeys. YIMBY Qld, available at: https:// yimby 

qld. com. au/ lets- talk- about- the- stori es- not- the- store ys, viewed 30 December 2018.
Reuell, P. (2019). Cities’ wealth gap is growing, too. Harvard Gazette 2 May.
Rolle, A., Verge, A. (2015). California: A history. Chichester, UK: Wiley Blackwell.
Rosen, M., Sullivan, W. (2014). From urban renewal and displacement to economic inclusion: San Fran-

cisco affordable housing policy 1978–2014. Stanford Law & Policy Review 25:121–162.
San Francisco Planning. (2018). Housing affordability strategy. Online video, available at: https:// www. 

youtu be. com/ watch?v= eEzDk TOSpjY, viewed 3 January 2019.
San Francisco Planning. (2019). Affordable housing bonus program (AHBP). Report, available at: 

https:// sfpla nning. org/ proje ct/ ahbp, viewed 1 April 2019.
Scally, C. (2012). The nuances of NIMBY: context and perceptions of affordable rental housing develop-

ment. Urban Affairs Review, 49(5), 718–747
Scally, C., & Tighe, J. (2015). Democracy in action?: NIMBY as impediment to equitable affordable 

housing siting. Housing Studies, 30(5), 749–769
Schafran, A. (2013). Origins of an urban crisis: the restructuring of the San Francisco Bay Area and the 

geography of foreclosure. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 37, 663–688
Schively, C. (2007). Understanding the NIMBY and LULU phenomena: reassessing our knowledge base 

and informing future research. Journal of Planning Literature, 21(3), 255–266
Schneider, B. (2018). Meet the PHIMBYs. CityLab 13 April.
Solnit, R., & Schwartzenberg, S. (2018). Hollow city: The siege of San Francisco and the crisis of Amer-

ican urbanism. Verso.
Stein, S. (2019). Capital city: gentrification and the real estate state. Verso Books.
Twenge, J. (2018). iGen: Why today’s super-connected kids are growing up less rebellious, more toler-

ant, less happy-and completely unprepared for adulthood-and what that means for the rest of us. 
Atria Books.

US Census. (2020). San Francisco CCD, San Francisco County, California. Available online at: https:// 
data. census. gov/ cedsci/ profi le?g= 06000 00US0 60759 2790. Last accessed on 28 July 2020.

US Department of Housing and Urban Development. (1991). ’Not in My Back Yard’: removing barriers 
to affordable housing: report to President Bush and Secretary Kemp. Report, available online at: 
https:// www. hudus er. gov/ Publi catio ns/ pdf/ NotIn MyBac kyard. pdf. Last accessed on 28 July 2020.

Walker, R. (2018). Pictures of a gone city: tech and the dark side of prosperity in the San Francisco Bay 
Area. PM Press.

Walker, R., & Schafran, A. (2015). The strange case of the Bay Area. Environment and Planning a: 
Economy and Space, 47(1), 10–29

Warburg, J. (2017). The rise of the YIMBY movement. The Urbanist 11 January.
Wassmer, R., & Wahid, I. (2019). Does the likely demographics of affordable housing justify NIMBYism? 

Housing Policy Debate, 29(2), 343–358

https://doi.org/10.1080/07293682.2020.1775666
https://www.planning.org.au/documents/item/4334
https://www.planning.org.au/documents/item/4334
https://yimbyqld.com.au/lets-talk-about-the-stories-not-the-storeys
https://yimbyqld.com.au/lets-talk-about-the-stories-not-the-storeys
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eEzDkTOSpjY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eEzDkTOSpjY
https://sfplanning.org/project/ahbp
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?g=0600000US0607592790
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?g=0600000US0607592790
https://www.huduser.gov/Publications/pdf/NotInMyBackyard.pdf


573NIMBYism as a barrier to housing and social mix in San Francisco  

1 3

Wehrhahn, R. (2015). Contentious urban politics and the struggle for housing. Journal of the Geographical 
Society of Berlin, 146(2–3), 97–99

Weiner, S. (2015). Yes, supply and demand apply to housing, even in San Francisco. Medium 21 February.
Werner, J. (1998). NIMBY: is there room in Paradise for public housing? The Urban Lawyer, 30(2), 477–490
Wheeler, S. (2001). “Infill development in the San Francisco Bay Area: current obstacles and responses.” 

Paper presented at the annual conference of the Association of Collegiate Schools of Planning, Cleve-
land, Oh, USA, 4–6 November.

Wilton, R. (2002). Colouring special needs: locating whiteness in NIMBY conflicts. Social & Cultural 
Geography, 3(3), 303–321

YIMBY Action. (2017). Affordable housing for teachers and working families. Report, available at: https:// 
yimby action. org/ san- franc isco- legis lation/ yimby- action- annou nces- ballot- measu re- to- speed- up- affor 
dable- and- teach er- housi ng/, viewed 17 January2018.

Yglesias, M. (2018). Gavin Newsom promised to fix California’s housing crisis. Here’s a bill that would do 
it. Vox 7 December.

Zuk, M., Chapple, K. (2016). Housing production, filtering and displacement: untangling the relationships. 
Working paper, University of California, Berkeley, CA, USA.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

https://yimbyaction.org/san-francisco-legislation/yimby-action-announces-ballot-measure-to-speed-up-affordable-and-teacher-housing/
https://yimbyaction.org/san-francisco-legislation/yimby-action-announces-ballot-measure-to-speed-up-affordable-and-teacher-housing/
https://yimbyaction.org/san-francisco-legislation/yimby-action-announces-ballot-measure-to-speed-up-affordable-and-teacher-housing/

	NIMBYism as a barrier to housing and social mix in San Francisco
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Theoretical background on NIMBYism
	3 Case study context of San Francisco
	4 Data and methods
	5 Findings and discussion
	5.1 Limited participation and inclusiveness at planning meetings
	5.2 NIMBYism on display during public meetings

	6 Conclusion
	References




