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How Civic Tech Makes Finding Affordable Housing Easier



INTRODUCTION

Jay Nath Chief Innovation Officer
City and County of San Francisco

Mayor’s	Office	of	Housing	and	Community	Development		(MOHCD)
City	and	County	of	San	Francisco



OVERVIEW

Maria Benjamin Dir., Homeownership & 
BMR Programs

Michael Solomon DAHLIA Core Team

Mayor’s	Office	of	Housing	and	Community	Development		(MOHCD)
City	and	County	of	San	Francisco



10,000 new permanently affordable units!



But finding them?



No clear place to start 
your search
● How did you find housing opportunities? 

● No central listings

● Limited information



And applying?





Long paper applications, 
different for each building
● Plus required attachments

● Long lines to drop off on due date

● Just to get in a lottery or on a waitlist!



And then what?



Tedious, opaque processes
● Red lottery tickets and a carnival drum

● Leasing agents overloaded with paper & data entry

● Issues with applications being misplaced



Contrast that with the 
private-sector:





How we’re improving it

● Our goal is a one-stop resource

● Make it easier to find and apply for affordable housing



Listings all in one place

With complete, current, and reliable information



One common application that works 
for all affordable rentals

10 minutes on a phone or computer 
(or a short paper option)

Additional info needed only if selected in lottery



Get your lottery number with 
application and by email



Electronic lottery results posted 
instantly

Standardized, transparent processes



The results



“It was very convenient. I applied on my 
phone without help.”

“In my old house, my rent was really 
expensive. It was a big problem for my 
family because it cost almost two 
people’s full salaries.”

Jiawen S.
Housing ApplicantWilliam L.

Housing Applicant

“I applied in the past on paper, but it 
worked better online.”

“I don’t have a printer and couldn’t get 
to the office.  It’s the easiest thing, to do 
the online.”



“The new online application is very 
convenient, simple, and easy to use. 

“It’s better than the paper one, which took 
longer. I had to go to the mailbox; I had to buy 
an envelope and stamps. 

“Now I get the lottery number via website and 
email, which I couldn’t get before.”

Chanming C.
Housing Applicant

“We would always choose online if you 
have the choice – lottery number right 
away, and you don’t have to mail it or go 
in person.”

Laura D.
Housing Counselor



17,775
85%

192,986
Online applications
since feature released

Apply online
when available

People have used DAHLIA 
since its launch in February 2016



OUR APPROACH

Lauren Jong UX Designer, Google

Ashley Meyers (DT) DAHLIA Core Team
& Barry Roeder

Mayor’s	Office	of	Housing	and	Community	Development		(MOHCD)
City	and	County	of	San	Francisco



Key factors
1. Collaborative Process

Engaging with stakeholders to change 
policy and processes collaboratively (no 
ivory tower)

2. Pro-Bono Expertise
Leveraged partnerships to get us started

3. User-Centered Design
Putting the housing applicant front and 
center, over and over again

4. Modern, Agile Development
Using software development best 
practices to cut risk and get results fast
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Collaborative Process
Engaging with stakeholders



A community effort



Productive
ongoing 
conversation

Carrot, not Stick

1.  Housing Counselors and Advocates
Not a user proxy - a valuable perspective

2.  Developers, Leasing Agents
From “that won’t work” to “we’d like it, too”

Through DAHLIA Task Force
• Radical short-form application

• (HUD approved)
• Standard supplemental application
• Application decisioning and lease up
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Pro-Bono Expertise
Leveraging Partnerships 



Google partnership got us started 
on the right foot.

● Fortunate to have a great resource
○ Civic Bridge recruits volunteer private 

sector professionals for City issues
○ 16 week projects

Learn 
from the 
experts



Google Civic Bridge Team

Skills:
Product design, business strategy, program management, 
user research, agile development

Lauren - UX Design
Mark - Software Engineering
Diana - People Operations



1. Understand before solving.

2. Design for your users.

3. Test! Get your ideas in the hands of users.
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User-Centered Design
Putting the user first



User-centered design 

How?
● Early and continual focus on users and their tasks

● Empirical measurement of user behavior

● Iterative design

1. Understand your users and support their goals

2. Make the interface easy to learn and fun to use



Learning what information 
people need, and when

“Once people are familiar with 
listings and what their family 
qualifies for, they don’t need to 
be told the occupancy every 
time.”

“You have the eligibility stuff 
upfront, which is good. Is my 
household the right size, does my 
income meet the minimum, and 
what is the rent?”



We don’t always get it right 
the first time

● Only 40% of eligible people were taking a 
valuable opportunity

● Didn’t understand the benefit, name or 
description

“What’s the benefit of a 
preference?” 

“How will this help me?”



Version two: 88% claimed!

● Stronger positive message

● Simplify preference name and description

● Add required opt-out
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Modern, Agile Development
Using Software Best Practices



How software development has changed

Waterfall

Analyze Plan Design Build Test Deploy

Development of successful software isn't a perfect science -- it’s 
a creative art. 

When you start, you don't know how long it will take, or exactly 
what features users will need.



Agile (iterative) development
Agile development allows for flexibility in product scope 
and timeline, without wasting time and money.

Analyze Plan Deploy

Design Build

Test

SPRINT OR
ITERATION

Analyze Plan Deploy

Design Build

Test



Big benefits

● Reduce risks and adjust course by identifying issues earlier

● You control priorities so you get what you need more quickly

● Save money by tightly prioritizing development based on user feedback

● Faster delivery of working product



Modern tooling

Pattern Library Cloud Hosted Open Source



INVITATION

Barry Roeder Mayor’s Office of Housing 
and Community Development

Mayor’s	Office	of	Housing	and	Community	Development		(MOHCD)
City	and	County	of	San	Francisco



The Invitation Calling all counties!
Partner to help the larger Bay Area with housing 
challenges
● Open source sharing & joint development
● Housing data sharing

Calling technologists!
Use your skills for good to make real change.  
The SF Digital Services Team is currently hiring a 
designer, and DAHLIA will be hiring soon!



Q&A PANEL

Mayor’s	Office	of	Housing	and	Community	Development		(MOHCD)
City	and	County	of	San	Francisco



Thanks for coming!

Mayor’s	Office	of	Housing	and	Community	Development		(MOHCD)
City	and	County	of	San	Francisco
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