
San Francisco has the lowest percentage of 
households with children (18%) of any city in 
the United States. 

Retaining families promotes sustainable com-
munities and public health benefits. Families 
contribute to the local economy, culture and 
community. A city built for families and chil-
dren is built for everyone.

THE POPULATION OF CHILDREN IS INCREASINGFAMILIES IN SAN FRANCISCO ARE CHANGING
Although there has been an overall rise in 
median family incomes, San Francisco is los-
ing middle income families while the number 
of low- and high- income families increase. 
The racial demographics of San Francisco’s 
children has shifted. The largest increase has 
been in the percentage of white children and 
the largest decrease has been in the percent-
age of Black and Asian families.

WHY RETAIN FAMILIES?
The population of children is expected to 
increase and could increase significanlty 
when the large population of Millenials start 
families and if they choose to stay in the City. 
If the City’s goal is to retain this population 
and accommodate the projected growth in 
the population of children, we have to find 
solutions. 
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S A N  F R A N C I S C O

San Francisco’s overall population of children has remained 
steady for the last 15+ years, and the trend holds that fami-
lies leave the city as their children reach school age. But as the 
city’s large population of 20-34 year olds have children and con-
tinue to value urban amenities, projections indicate that trend 
may reverse. 

San Francisco has the opportunity to improve the housing 
options for families in coming decades. While the problem of 
keeping families of all economic levels in San Francisco is com-
plex and includes a multitude of challenges, such as schools, 
transportation options, access to parks, public safety, etc., the 
focus of this summary briefing is quality affordable housing for 
families with children. 

HOUSING FOR FAMILIES 
WITH CHILDREN



Big and small changes to the ways San Francisco regulates its existing housing and new housing 
would improve housing options for families.

HOW CAN WE RETAIN FAMILIES?

Explore additional tools to make existing 
housing more family friendly. 

Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) and Junior ADUs give families 
the flexibility to adapt their housing to their needs over time—
from having young children to caring for aging parents. Other 
creative policies may help make existing housing more family 
friendly. In addition, process changes can make adding a bed-
room or additional living space less costly and time consuming 
and provide options for families to stay in their homes. 
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EXISTING HOUSING

Only 30% of 3+ bedroom units are occupied by families. 
Research into why 70% of these larger units are occupied by 
others could help identify policies that could make this existing 
housing stock more available to families and better meet the 
needs of the rest of San Francisco’s residents. 

ACCESSORY DWELLING 
UNITS (ADUs)

JUNIOR ACCESSORY 
DWELLING UNITS

•	 Promoting develop-
ment in underused 
spaces in existing 
residential buildings 
can be converted to 
new units

•	 A proposed new 
type of ADU that 
would allows the 
use of underused 
space in an existing 
unit

WHERE DO FAMILIES LIVE?

Single Person

Senior

Unrelated Individuals

Consider adopting a definition of family-
friendly unit and family-friendly building 
into the General Plan. 

A clear definition of what the family friendly unit and building 
should contain could encourage and create policy and programs 
for family friendly housing. The definition of a family friendly unit 
should include at least two or more bedrooms. The building defi-
nition could include any number of amenities, like easy access to 
outdoor space, storage space, etc. The inclusion of many ame-
nities would necessitate a trade-off with affordability and would 
require further study.

4 Look for solutions to overcrowded living 
conditions. 

Too many families with children live in overcrowded Single Room 
Occupancy hotels and studios. The City should continue to work 
with affordable housing developers and community groups, to 
determine what policies and programs could support these fami-
lies in moving into appropriate housing and what resources we 
could provide these families until they are able to relocate. 

Learn more about residents in existing 
larger units. 

Family without Children

Family with Children
Junior ADU

Flexible-use suite with independent 
access in single-family home.



Consider the Missing Middle, a mid-scale family oriented building typology. 
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In our current building boom, we are seeing very little housing that is right-sized and affordable for middle income families. There is 
ample land capacity, without removing existing housing, to build small-scale multi-unit buildings in family-friendly neighborhoods. There 
is a lot to consider about the Missing Middle, including what it could look like, how it can be integrated into our neighborhoods, and 
how to encourage its construction.  

SUNSET

SOMA

INTRINSICALLY GROUND-ORIENTED

Talk with stakeholders about design questions. 

ACCESS TO LIGHT AND NATURE
GETTING AROUND: TRANSIT, CARSHARING, 
PARKING AND BICYCLE STORAGE

NOISE

OUTDOOR & PLAY SPACE

FLEXIBLE COMMUNITY SPACE

DAYLIGHT AND VENTILATION

STORAGE SPACE

STORAGE SPACE
TWO AND THREE BEDROOM UNITSCHILDCARE

ACCESS TO SCHOOLS

SUPERVISION

CONCENTRATION OF FAMILY UNITS

ON-SITE LAUNDRY

GUEST SUITE

FLEXIBILITY
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This paper asks a number of questions about the design of new market rate housing and how to create new models for affordable family 
housing. Through stakeholder outreach, discussions, and forums, the City can determine which design characteristics need further research 
and discussion, which might be able to move forward easily, and which might not be viable. This will help identify which tools are appropri-
ate in accomplishing family-friendly design characteristics. 

HOW CAN WE RETAIN FAMILIES? NEW HOUSING



EXISTING HOUSING STOCKFAMILY DEMOGRAPHICS & INCOME PROJECTIONS

FOR MORE INFORMATION:  
Call or visit the San Francisco 
Planning Department

Family Friendly Team:
Sue Exline -Manager
(415) 558-6332
sue.exline@sfgov.org

Anne Brask - Planner/Designer
(415) 575-9078
anne.brask@sfgov.org

Sheila Nickolopoulos -  
Analyst/Grant Writer
(415) 575-9089
sheila.nickolopoulos@sfgov.org

The demographics of families in San Fran-
cisco are changing. Reflecting national 
trends, the middle class is diminishing. The 
percentage of Black and Asian child popula-
tions is declining.

The large Millennial cohort of 20 to 34 years 
olds currently living in San Francisco are 
just reaching average childbearing age (33 
for women in San Francisco). Like previous 
generations, they may move out of the city 
when they start families. But their preference 
for urban living could mark a shift in demo-
graphic trends if they choose to raise families 
in the city.

The availability and affordability of housing 
will be a significant factor in shaping San 
Francisco’s population changes in coming 
decades. If San Francisco wants to maintain, 
or even increase, the proportion of families 
with children, we need to first understand 
what our housing stock looks like and where 
it both succeeds and fails to meet the needs 
of families.

BEDROOM COUNT IN UNITS BUILT

91%9%

affordable and family-friendly

of housing is not affordable OR 
minimum 2 bdrms

2015 MARKET SNAPSHOT OF AVAILABLE FOR-SALE 
HOUSING, based on median family income

INCOME OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN

COMPOSITION OF CHILDREN (0-18)

PERCENTAGE OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN BY NEIGHBORHOOD
Total Number of Children by Neighborhood
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