
How technology can disrupt the real estate market and fill in the gap in housing shortages 

Disruption. It’s a word thrown around every sector that tech enters. Any major change to a traditional 

model usually does ruffle some feathers – especially given that many of these changes provide greater 

transparency and lead to more efficient ways of doing business. So can tech disrupt the housing market? 

Yes. It has, and it should.  

After the housing crash, we saw tech enter the online portion of the housing market to create the 

efficiency craved by consumers. For example, Zillow updated the home buying process to meet growing 

digital trends. Launched in 2006, Zillow empowers consumers with its database of U.S. homes (now over 

110 million)i, as well as providing access to hyper-local markets that allow real estate agents to 

specialize in specific niches, trends, and neighborhoods. The now 7-billion-dollar company expanded 

from its roots as a real estate advertising network to include useful features such as prices on properties 

not currently on the market, aerial images, and rental listings.  

We’ve also seen advances through many proptech solutions that make buildings smart, clean, and 

comfortable. 

And now, enter the world of online brokeragesii. 

Tech-powered solutions are approaching every aspect of real estate, from commercial to residential to 

property management, yet they currently only occupy 0.04% of the market. However, the trend is on 

the upswing, with billions of dollars being invested in real estate tech each year. Not only does this 

technology create much-needed change in how we find housing, but it can also make housing more 

affordable in metro areas where good jobs are available but housing costs have skyrocketed – 

particularly in Northeastern and West Coast cities. 

The high cost of housing in these areas is driven by many factors. One major issue is that housing is a 

financial commodity for investing, thus pitting working people in need of shelter against wealthy, 

foreign, and corporate investors banking on turning a profit. Low interest rates have further exacerbated 

the affordable housing crisis by encouraging home buying and increasing demand. 

Another driver of the crisis has been land use restrictions prohibiting the construction of multifamily 

residences implemented by municipalities at the behest of NIMBY homeowners looking to protect their 

property values. 

And on the developer’s side, rising land, labor, and raw material costs paired with the uncertain, 

expensive, and time-consuming approval process serve as huge disincentives to constructing affordable 

housing. 

So how can real estate technology help fill in the gap in these housing shortages? 

Smart city solutions are beginning to grapple with the crisis by leveraging a growing infrastructure of 

technology that includes sensors, artificial intelligence, and geospatial data sharing platforms like the 

Los Angeles GeoHubiii to understand everything from traffic flow and land use to health metrics and 

crime. This information can be used by real estate agents and developers in increasingly sophisticated 

ways to evaluate properties. It could even help them minimize unused space and identify opportunities 

for investment and development in areas that will be made more livable by smart city innovations that 

improve factors such as pollution, safety, and transportation. 



To address the imbalance in the housing supply caused by land use restrictions and other public policies 

in the Bay Area, the UC Berkeley Terner Center for Housing Innovation is encouraging cities to look at 

how their decisions can impact housing production and revenues through their platform Housing 

Development Dashboardiv. And cities are investing in tech solutions to lower the cost of development by 

digitizing and automating the bureaucracy of environmental studies, land acquisition, design approval, 

and permitting. Likewise, private companies like Telelinkv are using smart tech to increase efficiencies in 

these same processes to help bring real estate developer costs down and make affordable housing 

development more feasible. 

For its part, the construction industry is introducing AI-driven automated solutions that enhance 

operational efficiency and lower expenses to meet the demand for affordable housing. For instance, a 

network of robotics, self-driving machinery, and IoT sensors is improving worker safety and productivity 

by automating dangerous, time-consuming, and repetitive tasks, while drones are being used to monitor 

progression, keeping a watchful eye on the job sitevi.  

Another construction industry disruption that’s helping to overcome high labor and material costs is the 

rise of new modular home manufacturers that are shaking up the housing industry with innovative 

building processes that can reduce the expense of building multifamily housing by more than halfvii. And 

3D printing offers a cutting-edge solution that promises great improvements in speed, design flexibility, 

and affordabilityviii. 

These examples show how government, public institutions, and private enterprises are using smart real 

estate tech to make cities more livable for everyone. 

i Zillow https://www.zillow.com/corp/About.htm  
ii The death of the brokerage: It’s adapt or die for NYC residential firms as income shrinks, costs rise and 
tech startups eat into market share https://therealdeal.com/issues_articles/the-death-of-the-
brokerage/ 
iii Los Angeles GeoHub http://geohub.lacity.org/ 
iv Housing Development Dashboard | UC Berkeley Terner Center for Housing Innovation 
http://ternercenter2.berkeley.edu/examplecities/index.html 
v Site Acquisition, Permitting and Legalization | Telelink http://www.telelink.com/services/technical-
services/site-acquisition-permitting-and-legalization/ 
vi Buildsoft | 5 Examples of Automation in Construction https://www.buildsoft.com.au/blog/5-examples-
of-automation-in-construction 
vii Modular Construction: A Housing Affordability Game-Changer? 
https://www.sightline.org/2018/08/02/modular-construction-a-housing-affordability-game-changer/ 
viii This 3D Printed House Goes Up in a Day for Under $10,000 https://singularityhub.com/2018/03/18/this-3d-
printed-house-goes-up-in-a-day-for-under-10000/#sm.000gzzdyg1113dpavw0260opp56l3 
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