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Abstract

Public meetings allow constituents to comment on matters before local governments,
providing signals of public opinion in an otherwise low-information environment. Recent advances in the availability of administrative data have shown inequalities in who
participates by race, age, and homeownership status. On housing and development
issues, which occupy a large portion of local governments’ activity and deliberation,
comments at public meetings are significantly less likely to support new development
than the voting public. Does the demographically and ideologically biased signal provided to public officials these meetings lead policy to be out of step with mass opinion?
I investigate these questions using a novel dataset of over 40,000 comments made at the
San Francisco Planning Commission between 1998 and 2022, matched to information
about proposed developments discussed in hearings and administrative data on speakers. I find that unrepresentative participation translates to policy. First, I document
that commenters at public meetings are unrepresentative along racial, age, and homeownership lines, even in a large, diverse city. Next, I show that NIMBYism motivates
not just opposition but increased likelihood of participation. Finally, I show an effect of
comments on the likelihood of approval, with comments opposing development having
twice the impact of comments in support.
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Introduction

Assessing whether government policies respond to the preferences of citizens is a key indicator of
democratic performance. In this article, I ask whether public officials are responsive to comments
given by members of the public at open meetings. Why look for responsiveness in this setting?
First, public meetings are widespread: 97% of municipal governments in the United States hold
public meetings where residents can comment on a wide range of policies (Adams 2004) . Unlike
studies of responsiveness in national or state politics which rely on aggregate measures of public
opinion (Stimson et al. 1995; Caughey and Warshaw 2017, e.g.) , public officials at meetings
are voting on specific issues immediately after hearing the public’s views face-to-face. Compared
to national politics, there are reasons to expect more—the ability for likeminded individuals to
sort into the same juisdiction (Tiebout 1956)—or less—constrained policymaking ability (Peterson
1981) and interest group domination (Anzia 2014)—responsiveness in local governments.
Scholars of public administration are generally skeptical of the ability for public comment to
shift policy outcomes. Checkoway (1981) contends that “evidence indicates that agency officials
may either give cursory consideration to or ignore altogether certain views expressed in hearings.”
Difficulties in gathering data on meeting participation and policy outcomes across many decisions
has resulted in few opportunities to empirically examine the connection between the two. Many
public meetings focus on policies, such as the construction of a new mass transit line or a change
in education curriculum, that occur infrequently and where the content of individuals’ comments
and the policy content can be difficult to compare.
However, there are several reasons that we might think public comments do in fact have an
effect. Interest groups across multiple issue areas and ideologies mobilize to turn out their members
to speak at public meetings, educating them on the issue at hand with suggested talking points.
Public officials in municipal governments identify public meetings as one of the places where they
learn about the public opinion of their constituents (Dynes et al. 2022). And press accounts have
blamed public meetings for rising costs of infrastructure and the inability for government to function
effectively (Klein 2020; Demsas 2022).
I examine responsiveness to public comment at the Planning Commission (hereafter PC) in San
Francisco. The PC is a body of appointed citizens who “advise the Mayor, Board of Supervisors and
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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” (?? noa). Land use policymaking in
American municipalities is solicitous of public opinion at many steps, often requiring public hearings
for approvals of individual projects. This presents a direct opportunity to test for responsiveness:
commenters at public meetings give a comment in support or opposition of a specific development,
which is then immediately voted on.
To test whether public officials are responsive to public comment, I collect minutes of the
weekly meetings of the PC from 1998-2022, coding information about the development projects
and issues the Commission reviews, who participates in the public comment process, and the votes
and outcomes of projects seeking approvals. Project records are merged with data from the Planning
Department on proposed developments. I also obtain information about commenters from various
administrative records, including the county voting and deed records. Using these joined data I
document three main findings.
First, commenters are unrepresentative of the city as a whole and more unrepresentative than
registered voters along a number of lines. Commenters are more likely to be white or Asian than the
general population; the median commenter is 17 years older than the average resident; commenters
are more politically active and partisan; and commenters are more likely to be homeowners than
renters. These findings mirror recent work documenting inequalities in suburban Boston (Einstein
et al. 2019) and in Houston and Palo Alto (Yoder 2020), but are striking given that San Francisco
is more racially diverse, politically liberal, and dominated by renters rather than homeowners.
Second, I provide evidence that NIMBY attitudes drive participation in public meeting turnout,
presenting Commissioners with a distorted view of public opinion on top of distortion from demographic unrepresentativeness. Looking at the distance between commenters’ home address and
the proposed project they speak on, I find that negative commenters are much more likely to be
spatially proximate, while positive and neutral commenters are no likelier to be from nearby the
project.
Finally, I show that comments supporting and opposing a project change the likelihood of it
being approved at that meeting. Controlling for the recommendation of the Planning Department
staff, which is presented to commissioners and reflects the expert opinion of trained planners and
solicitation of public views, I find that each additional positive comment increases the likelihood
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of approval by 1% but each negative comment decreases the likelihood of approval by 2%. Public
meetings do create a forum for responsiveness, allowing concerned individuals to use their voice to
affect individual policy choices decided immediately after their comment. However, the differential
effects for comments in support and opposition suggests that public officials are risk-averse in
approving developments. Coupled with differential turnout in favor of opponents, this makes public
meetings a veto point in favor of the status quo.
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Responsiveness at Public Meetings

Normative theorists highlight the many benefits of deliberative democracy where citizens are heard
by public officials and each other (Fishkin 1991). Public comment, the focus on this article, is
distinct from deliberation, lacking key features: the ability for commenters to set the agenda and
to converse repeatedly with each other and with public officials. The agenda for meeting are fixed,
and with the exception of a general public comment period where commenters can bring up topics
not covered by the agenda, and generally require that comments pertain to the specific agenda
item at hand. Comments, generally limited by time, address the body of public officials, with no
response from the officials other than to issue information or corrections. While commenters can
refer to statements made by other commenters, there are no opportunities for dialogue or response.
Public meetings do have features that may promote responsiveness; unlike deliberative forums
where issues may be raised but meeting participants cannot agree on an action to take, all items
on a public meeting agenda are voted on after public comment is made. Individuals speak directly
to the policy choice at hand and have the opportunity to influence the decision with immediate
effect. In an era of nationalizing politics where even local political deliberations are structured by
national issues and rhetoric
While public meetings are prevalent across municipal governments in the United States, citizen
participation is strikingly low. Self-reported participation in public meetings from surveys is less
than 5%, lower than any other form of participation, including volunteering on a campaign or
contributing to campaigns (Verba et al. 1995). Attending and speaking at public meetings is costly:
meetings are hours-long and often take place in the middle of the day far from residents’ homes or
offices, unlike, say, voting, which can take minutes and can be scheduled at the voters’ convenience
at a polling place near their home. Speaking at meetings also requires “civic skills;” knowledge
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of the policy issue being discussed and familiarity with the comment process and what kinds of
messages to present. These high costs to entry result in inequalities in who participates. Examining
municipalities in the Greater Boston Area, (Einstein et al. 2019) find that Asian commenters
are underrepresented relative to the percentage of registered voters by half, Black commenters
are underrepresented by over 20%, and Hispanic commenters make up less than a third of the
percentage of voters. Large class differences mirror these racial differences; meeting attendees are
more likely to be homeowners, have higher incomes, make political contributions, and invest in the
stock market (Schaffner et al. 2020; Yoder 2020).
Another way that those who speak at public meetings differ from the public at large is in their
beliefs. Due to the high time and skill costs of attending and speaking at meetings, it will only
be worth the expected gain for policy extremists to turn out (Fiorina 1999). Self-reported meeting
attendees’ views on national policy issues is bimodal, with more liberal and conservative extremists
turning out than than those in the center, in contrast with a more normal distribution of those
who do not attend meetings (Schaffner et al. 2020). However, measures of ideology using poll
questions on national policy issues may not capture extremism on local issues that do not map
onto traditional liberal-conservative dimensions (Marble and Nall 2021). Comparing the content of
public comments on proposed affordable housing developments to town-level support in a previous
ballot initiative, (?) find that commenters are far less likely to support affordable housing than the
public at large.1
This dynamic where extreme views are overrepresented at public meetings may be further exacerbated for policy decisions over siting, increasing turnout among a group of concerned commenters
proximate to the proposed project. Spatial proximity to proposed new developments intensifies opposition to development due to ”not in my backyard” (NIMBY) attitudes. Renters also exhibit
spatial sensitivity to development, even absent the financial benefits of homeownership (Hankinson
2018). While we do not know whether spatial proximity also increases likelihood of attending meetings, in aggregate attendees express views more anti-development than mass opinion (?). Turnout
that is unrepresentative along demographic and ideological lines is concerning on its own, but would
be especially troubling if it had effects on policymaking. Policies favoring organized interests over
1

Although see (Karpowitz 2006) who finds that public meeting attendees are no more extreme than non-attendees,
but simply higher intensity of opinion.
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the preferences of the mass public are hardly unusual, and may be especially prevalent in policy
areas administered by municipal governments.
A main quantity of interest in determining whether public meetings can facilitate responsiveness
is whether public comment has an effect on the outcome of policy; that is, whether the public officials
would have made a different decision absent public participation. While many authors conclude that
speaking at public meetings has no effect on policy and is simply democratic theater (Checkoway
1981; Adams 2004), a handful of empirical studies have found correlational relationships consistent
with responsiveness.
In a review of public involvement in environmental decisions, Chess and Purcell (1999) find
mixed evidence that the public has an effect on decisions. Among the studies they review, most
that found positive effects allowed the public to weigh in on the siting of pipelines or hydroelectric
dams, with the question over whether they should be built left off the table. These questions of
allocation differ from questions of the amount, or whether anything should be built at all, and may
allow for more constructive consideration of public comments.
Two further studies directly examined development approvals by levels of public comment, both
reporting a relationship. In a study of hearings of the California Coastal Commission, a statewide
bureaucracy created by ballot initiative in 1972 with the jurisdiction to review all development
within five miles of the coast on environmental grounds, Rosener (1982) finds the likelihood of a
permit being denied is higher when the staff recommends denial in conjunction with at least one
member of the public speaks opposition. Staff recommendation and public opposition exhibit no
effect on their own. In an analysis of applications for spot rezonings in Atlanta in 1970, Steggert
(1972) finds that public opposition increases the likelihood that the Board of Aldermen votes against
the rezoning: 81% of cases with no opposition were approved while those with large groups opposing
were approved 29% of the time. The majority of contested rezonings were to allow multi-family
residential use on large lots and were concentrated in upper-class, white neighborhoods. Drawing a
connection between racial inequality in civic skills and in where zoning policy was changed, Steggert
notes: “the lower-class, black area would be much less likely to react because of a lack of confidence
and experience.” (Steggert 1972, p.73)
Aside from effects on policy, there are other outcomes to examine when evaluating the “effectiveness” of public meetings. The opportunity for citizens to feel heard and responded to by the
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State may have benefits outside of policy, given low and falling levels of trust in government (Hoang
2019). In addition to raising beliefs that government is responsive to public concerns, public meetings may increase tolerance for differences of opinion (Halvorsen 2003). General public comment
may also allow citizens to engage in agenda setting, by raising issues public officials are unaware of
(Adams 2004). Public meetings serve to bring concerned citizens together, providing a focal point
for organizing (Checkoway 1981) or spurring future organizing through networking at the event
itself (Adams 2004).
Importantly, most studies of policy change do not examine the time between proposal and
enaction. In discussing dynamic responsiveness, Caughey and Warshaw (2017) note “even if elected
officials are perfectly representative, they will often be unable to bring all policies immediately in
line with new configurations of mass preferences.” With development issues, where a private actor
who relies on financing must ultimately build the permitted project, delay can be costly enough
to make a project infeasible. Delay is therefore a goal for opponents of proposed projects, as a
more feasible ask that may achieve the same effect: “while it is rare for elected officials to change
their votes based on citizen comments at a public meeting, it is much more common for votes to be
delayed because of public outcry, especially if it is unexpected” (Adams 2004, p.50). This makes
observing the same issue over repeated meetings important; a policy may ultimately be enacted,
but only after delay and negotiation.
There are several possible relationships between public comment and the policymaking process.
Public officials could simply disregard the signals they get from public comment, choosing to rely on
their own preferences, other signals of public opinion from polling or constituent outreach, expert
recommendations from their staff, or lobbying from organized groups. Public officials who are aware
of the unrepresentativeness or the extremity of commenters who turn out to give public comment
may choose to ignore their input. Under this null hypothesis, there would be no relationship
between additional comments for or against a proposal, and the likelihood that it is approved.
If public comment does influence public officials’ decisions, the weight placed on comments
will determine whether or not inequality in participation is perpetuated into policy. If public
officials simply base their decision off a tally of the comments they hear, there will be a perfect
translation between extreme and unrepresentative view and extreme and unrepresentative policy.
Under this scenario of direct responsiveness, we would observe relationships of equal magnitude
6

between comments in favor of a proposal and its enactment and comments against a proposal and
its failure.
Public officials aware that public comments are unrepresentative and extreme may downweight
comments from a particular overrepresented demographic—such as older, long time residents—or
comments against a proposal motivated by NIMBYism. This attempt at capturing ‘true’ public
opinion from a biased signal On the other hand, if public officials are worried about the most
motivated commenters, they may weight their comments higher to placate them. Knowing that
these highly motivated commenters will continue to lobby them on the issue in the future or reduce
the chance that they are re-appointed or able to seek other offices, public officials may simply
choose to placate the most adamant opposition. Finally, risk averse public officials may use the
total turnout on a particular topic, regardless of the valence of the comments, as an indicator of
how controversial an issue is. In this context, they may choose to delay a decision until they can
gather more information on public opinion or to allow supporters and opponents to negotiate a
compromise before the issue comes back up before the commission.
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Public Comment in the Building Permit Approval Process

Land-use policy in the United States is administered primarily by city and county governments
(Hirt 2015). These governments draw up general plans to guide development, zoning codes, which
dictate what can be built where, and issue permits to build after determining projects’ compliance
with zoning. These functions are generally handled by a Planning Department, a professionalized
bureaucracy staffed with trained planners. In addition to following the dictates of elected officials
and applying their own expertise, the planning bureaucracy frequently solicits the opinions of the
public.
Many municipalities first adopted a planning commission when adopting a comprehensive zoning ordinance for the first time in the 1920s and 1930s. The Standard State Zoning Enabling Act,
published by the Department of Commerce in 1923 for states to devolve planning powers to municipalities mandated the creation of a zoning commission or for an existing planning commission
to take on the duties of drawing zoning boundaries. Participation through public hearings was
mandated: ”no such regulation, restriction, or boundary shall become effective until after a public
hearing in relation thereto, at which parties in interest and citizens hall have an opportunity to be
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heard,” with a footnote specifying ”this permits any person to be heard, and not merely property
owners whose property interests may be adversely affected by the proposed ordinance. It is right
that every citizen should be able to make his voice heard, and protest against any ordinance that
might be detrimental to the best interests of the city” (on Zoning 1923).
By the end of World War II, planning commissions were commonplace in most municipal governments in the United States; in 1944, 88% of cities with over 10,000 people had a planning
commission of some kind. Today, in addition to citizen commissions of Planning and Zoning, which
over 80% of cities have, many cities have additional commissions dealing with historical preservation, architectural review, and housing that allow members of the public to attend and comment
(see Figure D.2). Most planning commissions are appointed by the mayor, city council, or a combination of both; in San Francisco. Of the 7 members of the San Francisco Planning Commission, 4
are appointed by the mayor and 3 by the Board of Supervisors. The appointees from San Francisco’s
ward-based city council are perceived to be more anti-development than the mayor’s appointees,
reflecting that at-large electoral representatives produce more housing development (Mast 2020;
Hankinson and Magazinnik 2022).
In San Francisco, the case examined in this article, the PC meets weekly on Thursdays at 1PM
at City Hall. The typical meeting lasts 5 hours and 45 minutes, but can often run deep into the
night. In addition to the commissioners, staff members attend and present recommendations on
agenda items, and members of the public attend to give comments. PC meetings follow a typical
agenda: first considering items to be moved to a hearing at a later date, then voting on “consent”
items which do not require discussion, then a report on commission and department matters, 15
minutes of public comment on issues not on the agenda, then hearings on project entitlements
on the Regular Calendar, and finally hearings on requests for Discretionary Review. The Regular
and Discretionary Review items are where the public has an opportunity to comment directly on
approvals that the PC will immediately vote on.
Permits are required for nearly every alteration of land or a structure in San Francisco. The
vast majority of these permits—for projects like a kitchen or bathroom remodel, or for replacing
a roof or a fence—are issued over-the-counter, requiring applications to fill out paperwork and
have it approved by a planner in the department. Permits that require an in-house review are
submitted to the Planning Department; most are issued without a hearing, but some permits
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seeking specific entitlements must be approved by the PC. Figure D.3 shows the most common
entitlement applications heard by the Commission: Conditional Use Authorizations allow uses in a
building not permitted by zoning, such as running a day care in a residential zone, Environmental
Impact Studies are evaluations of impacts under the California Environmental Quality Act, and
Variances are exceptions to the use or dimension requirements of the zoning code, such as building
a deck closer to the property line than allowed by setback requirements.2 Discretionary Reviews are
not entitlements sought by the project sponsor, instead, they are a “second-look” requested by an
outside party who believes that despite being granted entitlements, the project is not appropriate.
Discretionary Reviews are either denied, in which case the project may proceed, or granted, in
which case a series of conditions or modifications are attached to the approval of the project (see
Appendix ?? for full definitions).
For each item, the hearing usually begins with a presentation by the member of the Planning
Department staff who has evaluated the application. The staff presentation lays out the details
of the application, summarizes the compatibility with the city’s General Plan in their expert view
and issues raised by the public in a written comment period, and issues a recommendation on how
to vote to the Commissioners. This staff presentation follows a written packet attached to the
agenda of the meeting, posted publicly six days prior to the hearing but sometimes distributed to
Commissioners further in advance. A standing weekly meeting between the Commissioners and the
Commission Secretary and Planning Staff raise upcoming meeting items and allow Comissioners
to be briefed on particularly complex items. By the time the hearing takes place, Commissioners
are well informed on technical aspects of the proposal, public sentiment expressed in meetings
with community groups and from written communication. Then public comment begins: the
project sponsor and members of their team such as architects or lawyers speak first. In the case
of Discretionary Reviews, the review requestor speaks followed by the property owner or project
sponsor. Then, all present members of the public who wish to comment are given three minutes
each to speak. 77% of items have someone commenting and the average number of commenters
per item is 6. Following public comment, the Commission votes on the item, choosing to approve
2
Variances are decided by the Zoning Administrator, not the Planning Commission, at a monthly meeting.
However, when a project is seeking another entitlement that requires a Planning Commission hearing, the variance
will be added to the PC agenda. In practice, this means that 1/5 variances have hearings at the Planning Commission.
Minutes of the meeting of the Zoning Administrator are not kept in the same format that allows extraction of
commenters and are therefore not included in this study.

9

it, as is or with modifications, continue it to a future meeting, or disapprove the item.

4

Data on Public Meeting Participation and Development Approvals

I use three types of data in this article: 1) records of public comments given at meetings of the San
Francisco Planning Commission; 2) administrative data on commenters from the voter registration
records and property deeds; and 3) administrative data on permit applications from the San Francisco Planning Department. The meeting minutes and administrative data are joined by names of
commenters using probabilistic linkage techniques, while the projects on the meeting agenda are
linked to records using unique identifiers created by the San Francisco Planning Department.
At every meeting of the PC, there are several agenda items, each dealing with a different
project. Items are matched to Planning Department records not just on the project, but also on
the entitlement that the sponsor has applied for. Each agenda item lists the commenters who spoke,
whether they are in favor or opposed to the project, and a summary of their remarks. The names
of commenters on each agenda item are matched to individual administrative data to examine
differences between commenters and the general public, as well as differences among commenters.

4.1

Meeting Minutes

I collect records from 963 meetings of the San Francisco Planning Commission between 19982022 from publicly archived transcripts, at which 9,143 items were heard on the Regular and
Discretionary Review calendars. Figure 1 shows an example agenda item from these transcripts.
For each agenda item, I parse information about the approval sought from the PC, the size of the
project in height and units (for housing projects), and the use and height zoning of the lot. I also
observe the recommendation of the Planning Department staff, who are tasked with assessing the
legality and appropriateness of the requested change, including soliciting the feedback of neighbors
and interested parties. Finally, I observe the action taken by the PC and the votes cast for and
against the action by the Commissioners.
Given that public comment is the only formal input method that Commissioners receive between the staff recommendation and the vote, by looking at the difference between the staff’s
recommendation and the Commission’s vote I am able to isolate the effect of public comment on
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Figure 1—Example of Agenda Item from Public Meeting Data
the project’s outcome. Figure E.9 shows the difference between staff recommendations and project
outcomes for all projects. I collapse the recommendations and outcomes into an ordinal scale allowing standardized outcomes across a number of different types of permit applications. For instance,
an approval for an environmental impact report may be the certification of a shadow study, while
for a discretionary review would be the denial of the review and approval of the project without
modifications. Continuances are when the Commission delays a decision on the application to a
later meeting to give the project sponsor time to respond to concerns raised by community members or the Commission. I rank continuances in the middle of my scale, between withdrawals and
disapprovals and approvals, with and without conditions or modifications. While sponsors often
request continuance themselves, they usually do so before the meeting and therefore the Commission does not hold a hearing on that item. These items, with no hearing, commenters, or vote, are
not included in the analyses later in this article.
The PC follows staff recommendations 59% of the time; when they do deviate, they are twice
as likely to vote against the project (e.g. voting to continue the project when staff recommended to
approve with conditions) than they are in its favor (e.g. voting to approve without conditions when
continuance was recommended). The frequency with which the PC follow the staff recommendation
reflects the degree to which staff brief the Commissioners on their reasoning and their efforts
to solicit public opinion through meetings with neighborhood groups and by collecting written
communication. When the PC does deviate from the recommendations, this could reflect differences
in the interpretation of what is allowed and appropriate, but most likely reflects the additional signal
of information unavailable to staff: public comment. Public comment has the potential to surface
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voices and issues that had not come up in the staff review, or to emphasize the depth of support
or opposition that was not previously apparent. I argue that the difference between the staff
recommendation and the PC action plausibly measures the counterfactual of how the PC would
have voted absent public comment.
In the meeting minutes, commenters are generally listed by name with an indication of whether
they support, oppose, or are neutral on the motion or approval, and a brief summary of their
comment. Of the 24,117 total comments, 66% have an indication of the comment valence and 29%
of comments have a detailed description of the comment, from which I predict the sentiment of
the comment and categorize it in the same three categories. Of the 4,466 comments that have
both the valence indicator and detailed comment data for sentiment analysis, predicted sentiment
correctly classifies the valence 81% of the time.3 While commenters are not compelled to identify
themselves, they must fill out a comment card to be put in the speaking queue for an agenda item.
Most commenters list their government names which are read into the transcript, allowing them to
be matched to administrative data. For some items, the stenographer records additional information
on the commenter and their comment. Titles are listed for commenters affiliated with the project
(e.g. the property owner or project architect) or organized opposition from neighborhood groups.

4.2

Matching Commenters to Administrative Records

I match the commenters in the meeting minutes to several different sources of administrative
data. First, I use records of registered voters in the City and County of San Francisco to obtain
information about the partisan affiliation and voting history of commenters, in addition to locating
their address. I am able to match 27% of commenters in my data to a unique entry in the voter file,
with 7% of commenters matching to multiple registered voters due to repeated names.4 From the
voter records, I obtain information about commenters’ home address, age, gender, party registration
and voting history.
Since voter records do not contain the race or ethnicity of voters, I estimate commenters’ race
3

More details about the sentiment analysis procedure can be found in Appendix B. Analyses in the results section
include observations with imputed valence; similar analyses using only recorded valence are found in Table E.10 and
replicate all main results.
4
San Francisco City and County has a voter registration rate of 73% as of January 2018. Since there are no
restrictions on who can speak at public meetings, some commenters may not be eligible to register to vote due to
their age or citizenship. While San Francisco recently extended voting rights to non-citizens residents for school board
elections, those registrations are separate from the state voter registration data that I match to commenters.
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and ethnicity exploiting racial variation in common surnames using the wru package in R (Imai and
Khanna 2016). Using the frequency of surnames by racial group in San Francisco county, collected
by the census, this method uses Bayes’ rule to calculate the probability that a given commenter
is of a specific ethnorace, conditional on their surname. I assign commenter the ethnoracial group
with the highest posterior probability among the four groups categorized by the Census: Asian,
Black, Latino, and white.
Finally, I match voters to property deeds from the City and County of San Francisco based on
their address. These data contain information on the type of housing (e.g. owned or rented), its
assessed value, and characteristics of property, such as the number of units, rooms, and lot coverage
of the built structure.

4.3

San Francisco Planning Records

I link the projects seeking entitlements from the PC to administrative records from the Planning
Department and Department of Buildings. This adds information about projects before and after
their appearances at hearings at the PC. For instance, any new construction must file applications
and hold a pre-application meeting to conduct community outreach prior to having the PC consider
their case. Some projects that face public opposition through multiple hearings are withdrawn from
the development pipeline in between meetings.
Figure 2 shows the timeline of the 5,680 housing projects that appeared before the Planning
Commission from 1998-2022. These projects include renovations to a single-family home to the
construction of a new 60-story skyscraper. Each project begins on the timeline when the initial
application is submitted to the Planning Department and ends when the record is closed in the
Planning Department’s system. In between, every time the project appears at the PC, it is represented by a dot. Green dots represent when a project gets an approval, yellow dots represent when
it is approved with conditions, and red dots when it is not approved. Projects that require multiple
entitlements can appear multiple times before the PC; the mean number of entitlements sought
by a housing project is 1.23 and the mean number of times it appears in front of the PC is 1.66.
On average, projects wait 371 days to get a hearing before the PC, although there is considerable
variation by the type of entitlement.
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Figure 2—Housing Projects Can Take Years to Obtain Entitlements: Figure shows timeline
of all projects in San Francisco Planing pipeline, 1998-2022. Each line represents one project, which
may require multiple approvals and therefore multiple hearings at the PC. Black points represent
a continuance, when a approval decision is delayed. Red points represent negative outcomes and
green points represent positive outcomes, when the PC votes to not grant or grant approvals.
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Figure 3—Planning Commission Commenters Are Older, Whiter, More Partisan and
Politically Active than All Voters: panels show comparisons of commenters at PC Meetings
(1998-2022) and registered voters in San Francisco County (January 2018) on 1) date of birth, from
voter file; 2) ethnorace, coded probabilistically from Census last name frequencies in San Francisco
County; 3) single-family dwelling status, coded based on whether there is a unit number in the
address; 4) voted in previous mayoral election, from voter file history; 5) gender, self-described
from voter file; 6) party registration, from voter file.
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Who Comments and Why

Who speaks at the San Francisco Planning Commission, and why? Figure 3 shows that even
in a large, racially diverse city, participants in public meetings are starkly unrepresentative of
the general population. Across every demographic trait that I examine, less privileged groups
are underrepresented in comments compared to the electorate, and would likely be even moreso
compared to the general population. The inequalities in public meeting attendees in San Francisco
mirrors those found in the Boston suburbs (?) and in Houston, another large racially diverse city
(Yoder 2020).
Ethno-racial minorities are as underrepresented as a whole, but African-Americans on their
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own are overrepresented relative to their share of the population. The proportion of Latino and
Asian-American commenters is about half of their proportion of the population. Women are also
underrepresented. Commenters are also more partisan than registered voters; although San Francisco’s voters are heavily Democratic, both registered Democrats and Republicans speak at meetings
at a higher rate than their registered rates.
The starkest differences are found in commenters’ age – the median year of birth is 14 years older
for commenters than registered voters and 16 years older than the population as a whole. Since
meetings are held midday during the workweek, it is unsurprising that retirees, whose opportunity
costs of attending are much lower, are over-represented. Homeowners are also older than renters,
particularly in a high-cost city like San Francisco. However, the domination of public meetings
by homeowners is particularly notable in San Francisco, which unlike the smaller towns where
homevoters are thought to hold sway (Fischel 2001; Einstein et al. 2019), San Francisco is a rentermajority city.
The development process in San Francisco and other large cities creates has created an industry
to help property owners navigate it; it is not uncommon for homeowners to hire consultants and
attorneys for minor home modifications. As a result, a large number of commenters at public meetings are real-estate professionals, attorneys, and representatives from the building trades presenting
the merits of their projects. Many activists participate regularly at PC meetings. Neighborhood
organizations registered with the city are notified when any hearing involving a project in their
district is set to appear on the PC agenda. Members of neighborhood groups often turn out to
argue against new development in their neighborhoods. Since at least 2014, YIMBY, or “Yes in
my backyard,” groups have made participation in public meetings arguing for the approval of new
development a central part of their political strategy (Dougherty 2020)
Besides demographic characteristics, what motivates individuals to turn out to speak at particular PC meetings? Few residents have strong enough ideological preferences to motivate speaking
at every meeting on every item. Some projects are more desirable and objectionable than others.
Housing-only projects draw an average of 5.1 comments, 45% of which are negative, compared to
office (3.8 comments, 26% negative), commercial (5.9 comments, 31% negative), and mixed-use
(7.5 comments, 34% negative) projects. Among housing proposals, projects with more units of
both market-rate and affordable housing draw more comments, although the percentage of nega16

tive comments declines as the number of units increases. Interviews with staff at the San Francisco
Planning Department suggest that sponsors of larger projects may conduct more comprehensive
outreach to neighborhood groups before they appear before the PC.
Another possibility is that many of the largest projects in San Francisco are built in former
industrial or office districts without a large existing residential population. ‘Not in my backyard’
(NIMBY) sentiment has usually been shown to reduce support for unwanted uses like new housing
when sited nearby instead of far away (Hankinson 2018, e.g.). But NIMBYism may motivate
behavior in addition to changing attitudes (Stokes 2016): I show that not only does citing new
housing nearby decrease people’s support for its construction, but also motivates them to turnout
to speak at a public meeting against it.
Figure 4 shows a density plot of the distance between a commenter’s home address and the
address of the proposed project for comments in support, opposition, or that are neutral. Residents
opposed to projects are overwhelmingly concentrated within a kilometer of the proposed project,
consistent with spatial proximity driving participation. Negative commenters live, on average, over
a kilometer closer to the proposed project than positive commenters.5 The uniform distribution
of commenters in support and neutral to projects indicates that spatial sensitivity is uniquely
motivating of turnout when neighbors are opposed to a project.
In addition to spatial sensitivity, methods of project outreach that could explain the higher
rates of turnout among direct neighbors of a proposed project. First, the Planning Department
requires that mailers be sent to all properties within 300 feet of a proposed project to notify them
of public hearings. In addition, paper notices must be posted at the project site; those who live
nearby would be more likely to see these notices in the course of their everyday business than
those who live across town. These notices, however, are not targeted specifically at opponents of
the project, meaning that they can explain higher levels of turnout among neighbors, but not the
differences in the density of turnout by distance between opponents and supporters.
5
This difference in means is statistically significant under a one-sided t-test (x− = 2.4km, x+ = 3.6km, p < 0.01)
and the difference in distribution is statistically significant under a Kolmogorov–Smirnov test (p < 0.01).
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Figure 4—Comments Against Projects Come Mostly from Neighbors: Figure shows density of comments by distance between the project and the commenters’s residence. Commenters
opposing the project are significantly more likely to live nearby the project than supporters or
neutral commenters.

6

The Effect of Public Comment on Policy Outcomes

In the previous section, we established that individuals who give public comment are unrepresentative of the voting population along demographic lines. The age, race, and homeownership
characteristics that differentiate commenters and voters are all associated with anti-development
views. Furthermore, more opposition comments come from areas directly surrounding a proposed
project, suggesting that spatial proximity not only motivates decreased support for a project but
increases behavioral action to fight it. Taken together, this suggests that public comment at the
PC is more anti-development than mass opinion. But does this signal have any effect on policy
outcomes?
I first examine the correlation between the approval of an agenda item and a count of public
comments for, against, and neutral to an item with a regression of the following form:

Ai a = β1 N egi + β2 P osia + β3 N euia + ζRia + δa + i

(1)

Aia and Ria are ordinal variables of the outcome and the staff recommendation, respectively,
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taking the following values:

Yi , Ri ∈



−2







−1




withdraw
disapprove














0
continue












1
approve
with
modifications










2
approve

The key independent variables, N egia , P osia , and N euia are count variables of the number
of comments made in support, opposition, or neutral to the item. Ria is the Planning Dtaff’s
recommended action, coded using the same values as the dependent variable, capturing information
about the project’s compatibility with the General Plan and previewing potential issues that will
be raised in public comment. As noted earlier, the PC follows the staff recommendation the vast
majority of the time. δa is a fixed effect controlling for the type of entitlement sought; models
omitting this fixed effect yield substantively similar results.
To estimate the causal effect of comments on approvals, I take advantage of semi-randomness
in the ordering of the meeting agenda. I instrument the number of comments on an agenda item
with the item’s position on the agenda. Later items on the agenda draw fewer total comments, but
importantly, the decrease comes primarily from opponents of the project failing to stick around.
Negative commenters’ decision to turn out to a meeting or stay for a late agenda item is more
marginal than supporters, who are often either the property owners or paid to be at the meeting
in a professional capacity. Opponents organized by neighborhood groups or who are located near
a project certainly are motivated to turn out to speak, but the extra cost of staying an extra hour
during dinnertime may outweigh their perceived benefit.
The first stage of the instrumental variables analysis regresses the count of comments Ci and
the proportion of comments that are negative Ni on the item’s position on the agenda, a numeric
variable indicating its position within each section of the calendar, and a dummy variable indicating
what section of the agenda (Regular Calendar or Discretionary Review Calendar). In the two-stage
least squares regression, the agenda position is used to instrument for the total number of comments
Ci and the percentage of comments that are negative Ni . The endogenous regression is similar to
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the previous correlational analysis, but operationalizing support and opposition as the proportion
of comments that are negative. This takes the following form:

Ai = βNi + γCi + ζRi + i

(2)

We may be concerned that either the Planning staff or the project sponsors may strategically
place their item on the agenda to minimize or maximize comments. Interviews with staff members
of the San Francisco Planning Department emphasize the agenda order is set by the Commission
secretary and that project sponsors do not have any input in deciding the agenda order. When
public officials, such as members of the Board of Supervisors, plan to make public comment, they
may contact the Commission Secretary, who will accommodate their scheduling requests, but these
requests are unlikely to covary systematically with the negativity of comments. Instrumental variables analyses assume an exclusion restriction: that the exogenous variable affects the outcome
only through the endogenous variable; in this case, agenda order can affect likelihood of approval
only through the pattern of comments that Commissioners hear. It is possible, that Commissioners
are more tired or in a worse mood for items later in the agenda, and less likely to approve. One
further concern is the a violation of the exclusion restriction in how the Commissioners perceive
the comments they are hearing; the commissioners observe the agenda order and may deduce that
turnout will be lower and therefore change their weighting of comments in their decision to reflect
that belief (Bueno De Mesquita and Tyson 2020).
Table 1 shows the relationship between comments and project approval. Columns 1-2 show the
models using counts of positive, negative, and neutral comments. Column 3-4 show the specification
using total number of comments and the share of comments that are negative. Finally, Column 5
shows the results of the two-stage least squares regression, using agenda position to instrument for
the percentage of comments that are negative.
The count of positive, negative and neutral comments all have a statistically significant relationship with the likelihood of approval. Each additional positive comment increases the likelihood
of approval, controlling for the staff recommendation, by 1.8%; each additional negative comment
decreases the likelihood of approval by 1.5%; each additional neutral comment decreases the likelihood of approval by 0.5%. In Models 3-4, the operationalization of opposition as the percentage of
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Intercept
Staff Recommendation

Model 1
0.457
(0.026)
0.561
(0.017)

OLS
Model 2 Model 3
0.529
(0.026)
0.576
0.582
(0.022)
(0.017)

0.011
(0.002)
−0.023
(0.003)
−0.014
(0.004)

0.009
(0.002)
−0.022
(0.003)
−0.014
(0.004)

0.587
(0.021)

2SLS
Model 5
0.851
(0.310)
0.580
(0.042)

−0.004
(0.001)
−0.370
(0.042)
Y
0.279
4334

−0.031
(0.042)
−0.746
(0.421)
N
0.079
4479

Model 4

Comments
Positive
Negative
Neutral
Total Comments
% Negative
Approval Type FE
R2
Num. obs.

N
0.271
4479

Y
0.278
4334

−0.004
(0.001)
−0.401
(0.038)
N
0.272
4479

Table 1: The Effect of Public Comments on Project Approvals: table shows results of OLS and
2SLS regression of project approval on public comments. Models 1 and 2 count total comments in
support, opposition, and neutral towards project. Models 3 and 4 use a count of all comments and
a measure of what proportion of comments are negative. Model 5 is a 2SLS model instrument the
percentage of comments that are negative with the agenda order. Observations include all hearings
on the Regular and Discretionary Review calendars of the San Francisco Planning Commission
1998-2022. All regressions control for the staff recommendation.
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comments that are negative reaches a similar conclusion: as the percentage of comments that are
opposed to the project increases, the likelihood of approval decreases.
The results of the instrumental variables analysis reach the same conclusion as the correlations,
suggesting a causal relationship between comments and approvals. Increasing the share of comments
that are opposed to the development by 1% makes the Commissioners 0.8% less likely to approve the
development; a one standard deviation increase in the negativity of the comments makes approval
of a project 24% less likely.6
How do public officials weight the comments they hear at public meetings? In models 4 and
5, there is no relationship in any of the specifications between the total number of comments and
approval. This indicates that general engagement with a particular project does not cause Commissioners to be more cautious in their votes. Relative support and opposition do in fact affect the
likelihood of approval. The correlational results from Models 1-2 suggest that negative comments
may have more impact than positive or neutral ones: the coefficient on negative comments is over
twice the magnitude of the positive one. Results do not vary substantially across different entitlements and projects; Figure E.10 plots OLS regression coefficients for the most common entitlements
and for projects that contain housing, office, and commercial uses. In all cases, the coefficient on
positive and negative comments is in the expected direction, and it is statistically significant for all
types of projects and entitlements except Discretionary Reviews and Environmental Reviews.

7

Conclusion

Understanding the causes and consequences of political participation are central to evaluating the
effectiveness of democracy. Engagement with electoral politics, such as voting and donating to
or volunteering on campaigns, complement civic engagement, such as contacting elected officials,
protesting, attending public meetings, serving on boards, and working for community organizations.
Recent advances in the availability of administrative data has deepened our understanding of who
votes and donates to campaigns, and how to reduce these inequalities (Fraga 2018; Grumbach and
Sahn 2020). But we know comparatively little about other forms of participation. Furthermore,
6
Apart from the untestable assumptions of the IV, I verify the suitability on the instrument with a series of
statistical tests. Agenda order is a strong instrument for the percentage of comments that are negative (F = 102,
p < 0.01). However, a Wu-Hausman test for endogeneity rejects the null hypothesis that all instruments exogenous
(p < 0.01). Since the number of instruments is the same as the number of endogenous regressors, I do not conduct a
test for overidentification.
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while the policy implications of activities to support winning elections are evident, the effects of
other forms of participation, particularly lobbying through public meetings, are less clear.
Scholars of inequality have documented elite influence in local elections (Anzia 2014), lobbying (Kalla and Broockman 2016), and national policymaking (Page et al. 2013; Gilens and Page
2014). While local government in the United States has the potential to be more responsive to
residents’ concerns (Oliver 2001), deeper inequalities in who participates may distort policymaking.
In this article, I demonstrate that this is the case: commenters at public meetings on proposed
developments affect the likelihood of development approvals. Furthermore, the anti-development
sentiment, driven by NIMBYism and out of step with public opinion, is amplified by the PC
weighting negative comments twice as much as positive ones.
Like in other forms of political participation, resources predict who is likely to turn out (Verba
et al. 1995). As previously discussed, one resource that stands out among commenters is time.
Retired residents without young children have a much lower opportunity cost of time and can
easily attend mid-day weekday meetings. Civic skills, built through repeated engagement with
government are also likely particularly important in an environment without consistent media
coverage or messaging from elites. The deliberative culture of specific bodies can be alienating
to some residents and discourage participation (Collins 2018). Discussions of land use can be
hostile, with audible audience reaction to comments, and filled with jargon and complex terminology
unfamiliar to residents without a degree in urban planning or a obsession with the minutiae of zoning
codes. Interest groups, particularly neighborhood associations, are able to overcome the civic skills
barrier by helping residents they turn out figure out the process. Neighborhood groups notify
individuals when to show up, how to sign up to speak, and can often provide a pre-written script
to emphasize the points the neighborhood group wants to convey.
The unrepresentativeness of commenters document in this and other work is especially concerning since public meetings could be an important venue for residents with few other political
resources. Residents who are not enfranchised and therefore cannot cast a vote in local elections
or those without financial resources to contribute money to a campaign can nonetheless speak at
public meetings and have their voice heard.
How might we expect the effects seen in this study to travel to other contexts? There are
several reasons why responsiveness to public comment may be particularly robust in this setting.
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San Francisco is not representative of most cities in the United States: it is characterized by
particularly contentious development politics, a civically active population, and a professionalized
municipal government which has the highest spending per capita among large cities. Compared to
other California jurisdictions, San Francisco is an outlier in how long development projects take to
receive their entitlements, with the median project taking 26.6 months, compared to 9.9 months
in Los Angeles or 13.9 months in San Diego (O’Neill et al. 2021). Unlike other policy areas, land
use and development decisions are made individually, on a discretionary basis, and with many
opportunities for public input. General public comment at a city council meeting on fiscal policy,
for instance, where cities are highly constrained by budgetary requirements, would be unlikely to
yield similar levels of responsiveness to residents’ concerns.
In other ways, there are reasons to believe that the effects of public comment in this study are
understated. Larger and more diverse cities like San Francisco may have a less robust political
culture than smaller homogeneous jurisdictions where public meetings are typically studied (Oliver
2001; Karpowitz 2006). This study focuses on a body of appointed officials and a Commission
dealing with one specific policy area. The decreased visibility of the PC, relative to say, the City
Council, and the insulation from electoral pressures of appointed citizen commissioners relative to
elected officials may allow commissioners to act in what they perceive to be the general interest
while ignoring commenters. Further evaluation of public comments in different geographic areas,
government bodies, and in relation to different policy areas will help define the scope conditions of
the effects shown in this article.
The Planning Commission hearing I document is just one stage of a long process shaped by
public participation that local government require for proposed developments. In addition to entitlements voted on by the PC, proposed projects in San Francisco may also appear before the
Zoning Administrator, seeking a variance, before the Historic Preservation Committee, seeking a
certificate of Appropriateness, and before the Board of Supervisors if an EIR decision by the PC is
appealed. Outside of this formal pipeline, negotiation between neighborhood groups and land owners or developers takes place before any proposals are made and before any public hearings. This
is encouraged by city officials who want to conserve the time of their staff and the public, and to
reduce visible conflict: “The Planning Commission encourages applicants to meet with all community groups and parties interested in their application early in the entitlement process. Department
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staff is available to assist in determining how to contact interested groups.” The drawbacks of this
private negotiation may be that the asks of neighborhood groups, staffed by volunteers with no
effort to accurately represent the community, may be out of step. One way to secure the support
of neighborhood groups is to promise “community benefits”, such as infrastructure improvements,
donations to local nonprofits and groups, and units of subsidized below market-rate housing. The
benefits that they accrue may not be what the city or the neighborhood as a whole would have
voted on or what an elected representative would have sought.
The idea of inserting friction into the development process and allowing the voice of the public
to be heard at every step was reaction to the overreaches of urban renewal programs that destroyed
neighborhoods in the name of progress throughout the 20th century. Laws that mandated open
meetings and opportunity for public comment were enacted to give the communities whose homes,
businesses, and community centers were destroyed without consultation a voice in future decisions
over development (Teaford 2000). But the intent of these institutions does not appear to match
their use in practice. While interest groups working to protect tenants from eviction and to fight
gentrification and displacement use public comment at public meetings to have their voices heard,
public meetings in municipal governments have been largely been captured by white, wealthy,
longtime residents who are motivated by NIMBYism. This article emphasizes that this capture has
policy consequences: the comments made at these meetings have an effect on policy outcomes.
Recognizing the inequalities in public meeting participation, some cities have moved to increase
turnout among underrepresented groups or try new formats altogether. Cities have taken advantage
of cost reductions and new technologies to survey their residents on general matters and specific
proposals alike. While many of these surveys use convenience samples and are unrepresentative,
collection of demographic data allows weighting or just awareness of the biased sample in a more
explicit way than in public meetings. With the business of many local governments going virtual
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, online public comment at meetings has lowered the cost of participation, yet the same demographic inequalities remain (Einstein et al. 2022). In the spirit of
pluralist combat, interest groups have mobilized renters to advocate for an increased housing supply, attempting to overcome the difficulties of organizing diffuse interests (Incerti 2022). Yet, the
findings in this article suggest that even an equal number of voices for and against a development
will still see policymakers more likely to side with the opponents. Setting aside the participatory
25

inequalities I document this article, the very nature the politics of development, where the mismatch between concentrated costs and diffuse benefits that benefit future hypothetical residents,
may be fundamentally unsuited to a participatory process with many veto points (Schleicher 2012).
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A

Definitions of Entitlement Types

The most common entitlements sought by developments are listed and defined, from the San Francisco Planning Department, below:
• Certification of Appropriateness: A Certificate of Appropriateness is the entitlement
required to alter an individual landmark and any property within a landmark district. A
Certificate of Appropriateness is required for any construction, addition, major alteration,
relocation, removal, or demolition of a structure, object or feature, on a designated landmark
property, in a landmark district, or a designated landmark interior. Depending on the scope
of a project, some require a hearing before the Historic Preservation Commission. For those
that don’t, they’re called Administrative Certificates of Appropriateness and are approved by
Planning Department Preservation staff.
• Conditional Use Authorization: A Conditional Use is a use that is not principally permitted in a particular Zoning District. Conditional Uses require a Planning Commission hearing
in order to determine if the proposed use is necessary or desirable to the neighborhood,
whether it may potentially have a negative impact on the surrounding neighborhood, and
whether the use complies with the San Francisco General Plan. During this public hearing
the Planning Commission will “condition” the use by applying operational conditions that
may minimize neighborhood concerns as well as apply conditions that may be required by
the Department and the Planning Code. If the proposed project results in the loss or removal
of one (1) or more residential dwelling units a Conditional Use Authorization application is
required.
• Variance: A variance is a request for an exception from a Planning Code standard which
would cause practical difficulty or unnecessary hardship if applied as written. Most quantitative development standards are eligible for a variance request, but common requests include a
variance from rear yard, open space, dwelling unit exposure, or parking requirements. Certain
provisions of the Planning Code, such as height, sign and use requirements, are not variable.
The Zoning Administrator (ZA) administers and enforces the Planning Code of the City and
County of San Francisco. The ZA also hears and makes determinations on variance appli30

cations. Variance application determinations are presented at the monthly Zoning Variance
Hearings.
• Environmental Review: Staff in the Environmental Planning Division review projects for
potential environmental impacts on the City of San Francisco and its residents, a process
known as environmental review. Reviews are conducted pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) as well as Chapter 31 of the San Francisco Administrative Code,
which provides guidelines for implementing the CEQA process.
• Discretionary Review: From time to time the Commission will review a permit application. As part of their discretionary powers, they can require the permit applicant to make
changes to the project. This process of Commission consideration is commonly known as
“Discretionary Review” or simply DR. By filing a DR application, a member of the public is
asking the Commission to exercise its discretionary power, effectively taking a second look at
the proposed project.
• Shadow Analysis: A Shadow Analysis is the process to implement Section 295 of the
Planning Code, also known as “Proposition K” and “the Sunlight Ordinance.” Planning
Code Section 295 mandates that new structures above 40 feet in height that would cast
additional shadows on properties under the jurisdiction of, or designated to be acquired by
the Recreation and Parks Department can only be approved by the Planning Commission if
the shadow is determined to be insignificant or not adverse to the use of the park. Also, a
recommendation from the Recreation and Parks Commission is required prior to the Planning
Commission hearing.
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Figure B.1—Comment Sentiment Predicts Valence Recorded in Minutes: Boxplots show
the distribution of predicted sentiment from speaker comment text by the recorded valence of the
comment recorded in the meeting minutes.
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Section
Proposed for Continuance
Consent Calendar
Commission/Department Matters
General Public Comment
Regular Calendar
Discretionary Review Calendar

Description
items to be heard at a later meeting, can be moved to Regular Calendar
routine matters requiring vote without discussion

Items
4
2

hearings on permits and licenses under the building code
hearings on Discretionary Reviews of permits

8
3

Table C.1: Typical Meeting Structure of San Francisco Planning Commission

C

Speaker-Voter File Matching
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Figure D.2—Most Cities Have a City Planning Commission: Plot shows proportion of cities
in 2011 International City Managers’ Association Form of Government survey that have citizen
commissions for development-related issues. Nearly 80% of cities have a commission that deals
with planning and zoning.
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Figure D.3—Types of Application Hearings: plot shows counts of different types of application
hearings at the San Francisco Planning Commission 1998-2022. Note: applications for variances
are heard at the Planning Commission but decided by the zoning administrator, not the Planning
Commission.
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Figure D.4—Success Rates of Different Types of Entitlement Hearings: plot shows the percentage of different types of application hearings that were approved at the San Francisco Planning
Commission 1998-2022. Note: applications for variances are heard at the Planning Commission
but decided by the zoning administrator, not the Planning Commission.
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Figure D.5—Project Approval Pipeline: plot shows the average time in days between when
a project is first submitted to the Planning Department and when it is granted a hearing at the
Planning Commission, between the first and last appearance before the PC (if seeking approval for
multiple entitlements, or if approval is not granted for an entitlement the first time before the PC),
and between the PC hearing and the closing of the record in the Planning Department records.

37

Proportion Negative

Total Comments

1.00

400

0.75

300

0.50

200

0.25

100

0.00

0
2000

2005

2010

2015

2020

2000

2005

2010

2015

2020

Figure D.6—Average Number of Commenters at Meetings Increase Over Time: Figures
show the number of commenters and the percentage of commenters against approval at each meeting
of the San Francisco Planning Commission from 1998-2022.
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Figure D.7—Projects with More Units Draw More Commenters, but Less Opposition:
Figures show the number of commenters and the percentage of commenters against approval for
housing developments by the number of proposed units.
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Location of Projects

Location of Commenters

Figure D.8—Map of Projects and Commenters: maps show locations of projects discussed at
Planning Commission hearings (left) and commenters who speak at meetings (right).
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Supplementary Analyses
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Figure E.9—Commissioners Usually Follow Staff Recommendation: Figure shows the relationship between staff recommendations and Commission action. The Planning Commission follows
the staff recommendation 65% of the time. 89% of the instances where the Commission deviates
from the recommendation is in a negative direction. Plot includes housing, commercial, and office
projects.
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Figure E.10—Correlation Between Comments and Approvals Consistent Across Different Project/Approval Types Figure shows coefficients from separate OLS regressions of project
approval on count of positive, negative, and neutral comments, controlling for staff recommendation.
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Intercept
Staff Recommendation

Model 1
0.445
(0.027)
0.578
(0.018)

OLS
Model 2 Model 3
0.533
(0.027)
0.596
0.604
(0.022)
(0.018)

0.011
(0.002)
−0.023
(0.003)
−0.014
(0.004)

0.009
(0.002)
−0.022
(0.003)
−0.016
(0.005)

0.604
(0.022)

2SLS
Model 5
1.068
(0.368)
0.590
(0.045)

−0.005
(0.001)
−0.442
(0.045)
Y
0.307
3951

−0.052
(0.044)
−0.775
(0.385)
N
−0.269
4086

Model 4

Comments
Positive
Negative
Neutral
Total Comments
% Negative
Approval Type FE
R2
Num. obs.

N
0.292
4086

Y
0.301
3951

−0.004
(0.001)
−0.473
(0.040)
N
0.299
4086

Table E.10: The Effect of Public Comments on Project Approvals: table shows results of OLS and
2SLS regression of project approval on public comments. Models 1 and 2 count total comments in
support, opposition, and neutral towards project. Models 3 and 4 use a count of all comments and
a measure of what proportion of comments are negative. Model 5 is a 2SLS model instrument the
percentage of comments that are negative with the agenda order. Observations include all hearings
on the Regular and Discretionary Review calendars of the San Francisco Planning Commission
1998-2022. All regressions control for the staff recommendation. Only recorded comment valence
is issued; comments with inputed valence from text sentiment ommited.

43

