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Housing as a Wicked Problem 

Wicked 
Problem

Intractable

ComplexPervasive



Current State of Housing in America

• Cost Burdened: A household that spends over 
30% of their income on housing costs

• Severely Cost Burdened: A household that 
spends over 50% of its income on housing costs

• 40% of Americans are cost burdened

Source: Defender Network: Black and Latino renters hit hardest by all-time high rents



Renters Cost Burdened in the U.S.

Source: Defender Network: Black and Latino renters hit hardest by all-time high rents



Number of U.S. Households Unable to 
Afford a Median-Priced Home

134% increase 
over the last   

5 years

70% in 2021 
alone

Source: NAHB Priced Out Estimates for 2024



Single-Family Zoning Identified in Major 
American Cities

Charlotte

Zoning from 2019

"Today the effect of single-family zoning is far-
reaching: It is illegal on 75 percent of the residential 
land in many American cities to build anything other 
than a detached single-family home."

Source: Emily Badger and Quoctrung Bui, New York Times



Policy and Politicians 
Supporting Housing 
in the United States



Timeline of Federal Housing Policy in the 
United States

1934

National Housing Act

1937

US Housing Act

1944

GI Bill

1956

Federal Aid Highway Act

1968

Fair Housing Act

1974

Section 8 Housing

1999

Faircloth Amendment



Bipartisan Political Support

“Clear away some of the outdated 
laws and regulations that make it 
harder to build homes”
- Former President Obama



Bipartisan Political Support

“50% of housing costs today… is 
all those restrictions. It’s a killer 
[for projects].”
- Former President Trump



Research Question



Research Question

How can municipalities promote housing development and 
affordability through zoning changes, specifically through 
the elimination of single-family home zoning?

• What changes local governments have been trying
• Implementation lessons learned
• Political, fiscal, and other considerations



Housing accessibility + availability = 
affordability 



Methodology



Methodology

• Conducted cross-sectional interviews with city planners and housing 
policy experts across the country

• Synthesized best practices and lessons learned

• Included perspectives from a wide array of municipalities/jurisdictions
• Assessed the language of zoning ordinances in those municipalities
• Reviewed literature on zoning history and best practices



Implementation 
Strategies



Policy Proposal: The Elimination of 
Single-Family Zoning 



Implementation – Ordinance Example 

• Removal of Density Limits

• Interim Ordinance

• House-Scale Buildings



Implementation – Coalitions and 
Collaboration
• 'Yes in My Backyard' - YIMBY
• Community outreach
• Local, regional, and national nonprofits
• Developers and business community
• Intergovernmental collaboration



Implementation – Communication and 
Community Engagement
• Start with support 
• Supply initial information – 

Clear messaging
• Strategic planning
• Provide a space to be heard
• Respond to concerns



Implementation – Communications and 
Community Engagement

• Policy explanation

• Timeline

• Opportunities for comment



Implementation – Communications and 
Community Engagement

• Citizen education

• Defined priorities

• Clear benefit 



Implementation – Fiscal Consideration

Entire 
zoning code 
rewrite can 

be more 
financially 

feasible

Tie housing 
to economic 

success

High 
administrative 

costs to 
rewrite



Implementation – Political Considerations

Higher 
density 

housing  inc
reases 

property 
values Higher 

density  increa
ses tax 

revenue for 
municipalities

Many zoning 
codes 

originate from 
discriminatory 

practice



Additional 
Considerations



Additional Considerations

• This policy proposal is one piece of the puzzle to tackling housing 
affordability

• Thus is the nature of wicked problems
• There are other things municipalities can do:

• Reduce parking requirements

• Reduce required setbacks in certain situations

• Legalize Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs)



Key Takeaways



Key Takeaways

1. Highlight what matters to your community

2. Start where you can

3. Tackling wicked problems requires bold action
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