
THE UPS & DOWNS OF SAN FRANCISCO L IV ING
San Francisco housing statistics over time: the causes and effects of changing prices

Population of
San Francisco

634,436
Housing units built during this decade 
were typically 2-3 bedroom homes.

This decade had the most number of 
people per housing unit because of the 
rise in families, housing units built, and 
homes purchased. 

The San Francisco Bay Area was the 
leading center of ship building through-
out the entire world due to the war.  
Migrants poured into San Francisco in 
search of easily attainable jobs. These 
jobs began to disappear once the war  
ended in 1945. 
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There was a large influx of people who 
moved to San Francisco in the 1940s. 
This rise in population was due to migrants 
in search of jobs as well as many veterans 
moving to the city after the end of World 
War II. Most vets quickly bought homes 
and started families. 

The population continued to rise in the 
1950s, along with the development of 
infrastructure. San Francisco culture was 
also on the rise, with an influx of what 
the San Francisco Chronicle termed 
“Beatnik”. Poets, thinkers, and writers 
flooded cafes throughout the city. San 
Francisco was the 11th largest city in the 
U.S. at this time.

The city saw an increase in public 
housing throughout the 50s. This type 
of housing was built with the goal of 
being both large and simplistic. Pub-
lic housing is government funded and  
assists in housing lower-income people. 
Yerba Buena Plaza and Ping Yuen are 
both known public housing units that 
were constructed during this decade.  

Public housing continued to be built 
in order to help assist those who had 
been displaced by redevelopment. 
The Western Addition received most 
of the low-income housing projects.  
Urban riots took place in response to 
the common distrust with the local hous-
ing authorities. The Section 8 housing  
program was introduced in 1965 which 
allowed lower-income individuals to 
move into privately owned housing. 

With the Civil Rights movement under-
way, there was a lot of pressure from 
various organizations and student 
groups that pushed for local businesses to 
hire more minorities. With some initial 
retaliation, businesses began to adopt 
the new terms of employment and hire 
minorities, giving these residents equal 
opportunities to make a living.

Many housing units were removed from 
the market inventory due to redevelop-
ment, which resulted in demolitions, 
mergers, and other forms of loss. For every 
three units that were added to the inven-
tory, one unit was removed. Members of 
the counterculture spoke out in retaliation 
to some of the redevelopment, including 
one project that proposed building a 
freeway through the Panhandle.

As the population of the counterculture 
began to rise throughout the city, many 
white families left the culturally-shifting 
city for the suburbs. The demographics 
changed as their was an influx of immi-
grants from Asia and Latin America.

Housing units during this decade were 
commonly converged from single-unit 
into multi-unit dwellings, adapted from 
homes that existed in the 60s. 

While the overall population continued 
to decline because of the significant  
migration of families to the suburbs, the 
population of varied ethnicities was on 
the rise. Latino, African American, and 
Asian individuals continued to move 
to the city, changing the overall demo-
graphic. Members of the LGBT community 
also realized San Francisco as a haven 
to express themselves individually. 

San Francisco lost over ten percent of 
its population from 1950 to 1980 due 
to people moving out of the urban land-
scape. 1980 had the lowest population 
since 1940 but the number of homeless 
people began to grow, creating a problem 
that is still a current issue for the city. 

Demographers predicted in 1980 that 
shifting patterns in the city were leading 
the landscape to become a haven for 
the young, old, wealthy, and child-
less. This drop in household population 
was due to the cost of living in San  
Francisco. Demographers new at this 
point that San Francisco would be a city 
built for the elite. 

The 1990s brought many internet-based  
startups, entrepreneurs, and computer 
developers to the city for the first dot-com 
boom. This influx of people began to 
heavily impact the social and economic 
landscape throughout various neighbor-
hoods and communities.  

6,300 housing units were damaged 
from the 1989 earthquake and 18,500 
were in need of some repair. The Marina, 
SOMA, Tenderloin, and Chinatown were 
some of the neighborhoods hit hardest 
by the earthquake.  

The San Francisco population had 
reached an all-time high in 2000,  
transcending all previous records. The 
tech bubble burst in 2001, causing 
many of the tech companies to go bank-
rupt and lay off employees. However, 
the technology and entrepreneurial land-
scape continued to exist and draw people 
to the city. The social media boom in 
2005 caused an even greater incline of 
city inhabitants. 

The demographics of the city continued 
to shift in new directions due to the 
influx of tech jobs and new wealth  
entering the city’s circulation. Both the  
African American and Latino popula-
tions continued to decline, most notably 
in neighborhoods such as the Mission 
where tech workers were choosing to 
live due to the neighborhood’s cultural 
and accessible characteristics. 

It was predicted by San Francisco’s Planning 
Director that between the years 2010 
and 2040 the city will need 91,410 new 
housing units, in order to accommodate 
the continuous rise of the city’s population. 
This will be a great challenge for the city 
considering its current population and the 
49 square mile landscape. 

With a large increase in companies and 
businesses, came an increase in the need 
for office space. SOMA was the center 
for the high-rise development that began 
during this decade. 

Condominium construction has become a 
familiar sight in our current housing market, 
but it was also becoming a reoccurring 
development during the first dot-com 
boom. Tech companies needed office 
space and their employees needed places 
to live. Buildings have been consistently 
converted into condos and vacant lots 
have been constructed into the multi-unit 
residences since this decade.

The tech boom in the 1990s created a 
new category of employment for San 
Francisco inhabitants. In 1990 tech 
jobs accounted for 1% of San Francisco’s  
economy.  

Tech jobs accounted for 8% of the city’s 
economy in 2013, hitting an all-time 
high at 53,319 jobs in this industry.  

The number of people per housing unit 
had decreased due to the forced exodus 
of long-time families, and the number of 
single or two person homes increased. 

Supply was far from reaching demand in 
2014, with the housing stock far below 
the amount needed. This inequality and 
fight for space has caused housing prices 
to soar and low-middle income families 
to be displaced.

Housing units have become a challenge 
to attain and retain for those who do not 
fall into the wealthy class. The willing-
ness to pay numerous amounts of money 
for an apartment or home has caused a 
crisis throughout the city.

Since the first dot-com boom, the popu-
lation had increased drastically due to 
the influx of tech companies and their 
employees. The population is estimated 
to reach over 1 million by 2040.

Many skyscrapers were built down-
town during the 1970s. The Hilton 
was constructed in Union Square, the  
Transamerica Pyramid was completed in 
1972, and the 425 Market Street office 
building went up a few years later. This 
period of “Manhattanization” lasted until 
the 1980s.  

$3.4 billion dollars were spent on new 
construction at the beginning of this  
decade. The Hunters Point Shipyard Project, 
approved in 2010, was estimated to 
add an additional 10,500 housing units 
and 10,000 jobs to the San Francisco 
neighborhood.

In 2012, approximately 25% of workers 
were employed in professional busi-
ness services, 16% in government 
services, 15% in leisure and hospitality, 
11% in education and health care, 
and 9% in financial services. Tech 
jobs accounted for 4% in 2010. The  
Planning Director estimated that San 
Francisco will need 191,000 new jobs 
by 2040 to accommodate the population 
growth. 

There were 32,500 tech jobs at the 
height of the first dot-com boom in 2001.

Zoning laws during this time period 
mandated that most houses be built as 
single-family dwellings with large back-
yards. This mandate was due to the large 
influx of families that had settled within the 
housing units throughout the city.

The Golden Gate International  
Exposition was held on Treasure 
Island as a means to celebrate 
the two newly built bridges, the 
San Francisco - Oakland Bay 
Bridge (1936) and the Golden 
Gate Bridge (1937).

The San Francisco Redevelopment 
Agency was formed to create 
low-income housing and repair 
blighted neighborhoods through-
out the city.

Opening day took place at 
Candlestick Park on April 12, 
1960 (the park was designed by 
architect John S. Boles). 

The BART (Bay Area Rapid Transit) 
system opened to the public on 
September 11, 1972, initially 
running only between the Mac- 
Arthur and Fremont stations.

The San Francisco - Oakland 
earthquake, known as the Loma 
Prieta earthquake, struck the Bay 
Area on October 17,1989 (the 
strongest earthquake since the 
San Francisco 1906 earthquake).

$316 million dollars were spent 
throughout San Francisco on re-
pairing earthquake damages in 
1990.

The dot-com bubble burst in 2001, 
threatening tech companies and the 
economy for only a short period of 
time until its recovery in 2003.
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The current housing crisis in San 
Francisco has become a huge 
problem for the city and for most 
of the people living within it. Prices 
have drastically risen over the past 
few years due to a new influx of 
wealth. This new wealth has had 
a negative effect on long-time res-
idents, local businesses, and com-
munities throughout the city. 

San Francisco has always been a city of 
change and development, both in positive 
and negative ways.  The question of how 
we have gotten to this current state is common 
among city inhabitants. Housing, prices, 
and population have fluctuated in the past 
but have been steadily on the rise for over 
the past decade. The data below exam-
ines the population of San Francisco and 
its housing statistics for nearly the past 
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75 years. The graphs represent the found 
data and the text explores the causes and 
effects of the resulting data during the  
specific year and decade. 

The overall appearance and aesthetic 
of the poster was inspired by census data 
sheets sourced from the 1970s. It is set up 
as a type of timeline, exhibiting data in 
columns to provide an easy way to examine 
the changing numbers. The poster also 

possesses an architectural element, reflec-
tive of the topic of housing. The columns 
can be read either horizontally, to better 
understand the given year or decade, or 
read vertically, to compare and contrast 
different years.  

The number of tech companies in 
San Francisco had reached 1,892 
by 2014, up 4% from 2012 and 
has been predicted to keep rising.

San Francisco supervisors voted 
10-1 to turn Hunters Point Naval 
Shipyard into a new waterfront 
community. 


