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overview

With over half of the population of Vancouver being renters, and with a rental 

vacancy rate of only 0.7%, our project began by asking the question: How can we 

help these renters who are so often put into vulnerable situations because of 

the reality of the rental market?

Our solution to this question was to develop Rentability, a digital service that 

supports renters through their entire rental experience. To do so, Rentability 

brings together four key service areas – Information, Documentation, 

Communication, and Community.

The integration of these services allows users to conveniently learn about rental 

topics, manage important documents, communicate with both landlords and 

other renters, and more, all in one place. Rentability not only makes the delivery of 

information more personally relevant and engaging, but also streamlines existing 

processes through its feature areas. Because of this, we see Rentability as a 

service that renters can engage with consistently throughout the course of their 

rental journey, while also meeting key goals of the Housing Vancouver Strategy. 
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team

Sean Burris Emily Paterson Selina TangJeffrey Baldwin

Health Sciences, 

Arts @ SFU

Political Science & 

Urban Studies @ UBC

Health Sciences,

Sciences @ SFU

Interactive Arts &

Technology @ SFU
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the beginning & initial problem statements

Young adults face insecure living arrangements and lack of agency in rental 
space, because of availability, vacancy rates, costs, lack of government 
support, landlord accountability, credentials, and profiling.

Young adult renters need betters ways to effectively navigate available 
rental space, ensure landlord credibility and accountability, learn about the 
rental process and renters’ rights, and challenge rent increases, because 
they struggle to stay in Vancouver.

With two of our team members being renters, we were interested in the rental 

issues in Vancouver. We began by conducting some secondary research online 

about the issues renters face in our city, and did activities like the 5 Why’s to try to 

get to the bottom of these issues. We then combined those results with our own 

experiences – and assumptions – to create an initial problem statement. 

Our first problem statement admittedly had some confusing language, and was 

definitely hard to act on. So, through continued research and discussion, we 

identified several aspects of the rental experience where we believed we may 

have the opportunity to make a difference, and framed these into a new, more 
actionable problem statement.

The needs we identified here were largely assumptions, but they gave us an idea 

of what kind of questions we wanted to ask going forward in our interviews with 

renters and experts.

renting?
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qualitative research

10 45
interviews

with renters
minutes per

interview
eliciting
stories

goal

Andrew Sakamoto

Executive Director, Tenant 
Resource & Advisory Centre 
(TRAC)

Ideen R.

Business Owner & Landlord

To get a better understanding of the issues renters face, we created a qualitative 
questionnaire and conducted 10 interviews with young adult renters. This 
included several students, but also working professionals and even a renter at the 
very bottom end of the market to get a broad range of perspectives.

Each interview lasted about 45 minutes, and after gathering some demographic 
information, we focused on eliciting stories about each interviewee’s rental 
experiences to gather interesting insights.

A few of these insights that stuck with us moving forward were:

We also reached out to a number of experts and had the opportunity to speak 
with two of them.

Through talking with Andrew Sakamoto, we learned about the struggles TRAC, an 
information resource for renters, has had in reaching renters and fully servicing 
their needs.

We also spoke with Ideen R., a business owner and landlord in Vancouver. Ideen 
reiterated that many renters, as well as landlords, aren’t well informed about their 
respective rights and responsibilities. He also indicated that he as a landlord 
would be interested in a service that streamlined the renting process in 
Vancouver.

Most rental rights information is acquired through friends and their 
experiences as it comes, rather than in a proactive manner.

Renters would approach family and friends first for advice before 
consulting online services.

Communication can be a big issue when landlords and tenants don’t 
speak the same language – Same language is preferred.

•

•

•
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quantitative research

How informed do you feel about 

your rights as a tenant?

How familiar do you feel with 

the terms of your lease?

How confindent are you that 

you will be able to stay in Van. 

for the foreseeable future?

How worried are you that your 

current landlord may attempt to 

violate your rights as a tenant?

ExtremelyNeutralNot at all

While conducting interviews, we also created an online questionnaire to gather 
quantitative data from a greater number of renters. Following demographic and 
general living situation questions, respondents were asked to respond on a scale 
of 1–5 to ten questions on a variety of rental topics.

We received over 110 responses, with a good mix of respondents coming from 
different age, educational status, income, and living situation groups.

Looking at the simple data, a few things stood out:

•    The average renter felt only somewhat informed about their rights as a tenant.

•    Confidence about being able to continue living in Vancouver was not                  
•    something that many renters had.

•    While some renters were quite worried about their landlord violating their          
•    rights, it wasn’t a big worry for most.

•    While few renters felt uninformed about their lease, the highest number felt         
•    only somewhat informed.

While this information was useful, it wasn’t particularly surprising, and worked to 
reinforce our initial assumptions. We were curious if we could uncover more 
surprising results if we cross-referenced the scaled question data with different 
demographics, which would show us if certain groups responded differently to 
certain questions.
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activity – defining our audience

Less

insecurity

Greater

insecurity

Through analyzing the questionnaire data, we identified various demographic 

groups who responded differently enough from the average for us to take note. 

Those making over $60K, spending less than 30% of their income on rent, and 

who signed a lease were predictably more comfortable in their rental situation. 

On the other hand, we identified five demographics who appeared less secure 

about their rental situation based on the average response of each group:

•    Those who make $10K–$40K (46% of respondents) 

•    Those who work over 40 hours per week (16% of respondents)

•    Those who sublet (24% of resondents)

•    Those who live alone (21% of respondents)

•    Those with an income-to-rent ratio over 40% (25% of respondents)

Overall, a high income-to-rent ratio was the greatest indicator of insecurity in 

housing. Among these groups, the biggest insecurities were regarding:

•    Their current landlord attempting to violate their rights

•    Being forced to leave their unit

•    Not being informed about their rights as a tenant

At this point, we believed our goal would be to create a solution that worked for, 

and addressed the needs of, these more vulnerable groups. We combined this 

information with our other research learnings and created a new problem 
statement which we took into the midpoint (next page).
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midpoint problem statement & directions

While this problem statement was well informed by our research, we would later 

realize that it was too long and specific with what it was hoping to achieve. Still, it 

did influence our initial idea directions for the midpoint presentation. We explored 

ideas along three paths: a physical product, a digital service, and a social 
service.

In addition to our problem statement, we developed a set of guiding principles to 

keep in mind while we developed ideas. We wanted our solutions to:

•    Be preventative

•    Be time-sensitive

•    Establish connections

•    Consider the user’s journey over a long term

•    Be sufficiently different from existing products and services

?A toolkit that could be delivered to 

renters, containing a variety of resources 

and engaging activities that they could 

interact with and learn from.

Physical Product

?Digital Service
An online platform to support renters 

and help them learn about their rights in 

an engaging way that would encourage 

proactive learning.

?Social Service
A pop-up booth at community events or 

high-traffic areas to help inform renters 

of their rights and responsibilities and 

direct them to existing resources.

Young-adult renters – especially those who are working, low-income, or 
time-poor – need a better way to address their insecurities regarding: 

• Being informed about their rights as tenants, when they are being 
violated, and what to do; 

• Being forced to leave their residence; 

• And not being prepared to search for new housing;

Because the current offerings are not engaging and do not encourage 
proactive learning.

Our updated problem statement incorporated our learnings from our research 

and our audience-defining exercise. We believed a very specific problem 

statement, in contrast to our earlier ones, would help us narrow our scope and 

ideate a more meaningful solution within those constraints. It read:
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midpoint realignment

Housing Vancouver Strategy

Chapter 8: Supporting Renters

Bring back resiliency and community

Final problem statement goals:

Reference differentiation

Make less prescriptive and more open+

Following the midpoint presentation, we received some important feedback that 
resulted in us completely recreating our problem statement. The first piece of 
feedback was that we had strayed too far from City goals. We had the chance to 
speak with two employees from the City of Vancouver, and they suggested to look 
into the Housing Vancouver Strategy. In Chapter 8: Supporting Renters, we 
learned that the City was actually interested in developing some sort of toolkit to 

support renters.

We also realized that we needed to further refine and simplify our problem 

statement in response to the feedback we received. In doing so, we believed it 
was important to bring the focus of the problem statement back to the course 
goals of resiliency and community, reference how we wanted to differentiate 
from existing services through interactivity, and in general make our problem 
statement less prescriptive and more open for a variety of solutions.
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final problem statement

The City of Vancouver needs to support renters in a way that 
is more engaging and interactive because existing resources 
fail to do so and do not actively build resiliency and 
community.
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ideation & new directions

Our final problem statement refocused us on engagement and interactivity as a 
way to differentiate. We began our ideation by using the SCAMPER method to see 
how we would could build upon existing services while integrating interactivity.

We ideated a greater number of solutions, which resulted in more novel ideas. 
These included, for example, a rental information game that was incentivized with 
monetary prizes. However, we chose to move beyond these ideas by not focusing 
so heavily on novelty in a solution, but rather on optimization of existing services.

We each took some time to develop ideas on our own. When we reconvened, we 
found that our ideas generally fell into four service categories. We named these 
categories and defined them as:

Information: A more interactive and engaging way to learn important information 
for tenants.

Documentation: A better way to store and review important documents and 
more.

Communication: A better way for renters and landlords to communicate.

Community: A better way to engage and communicate with others in the rental 
community.

Information

A more interactive and engaging 
way to learn important information 
for tenants.

Documentation

A better way to store and review 
important documents and more.

Communication

A better way for renters and 
landlords to communicate.

Community

A better way to engage and 
communicate with others in the 
rental community.



13

quantitative feedback

Do you feel that you need… How likely would you be to use 

a new service that offered…

A better way to communicate with your landlord?

A better way to store and review important documents?

A more interactive and engaging way to learn important information 

for tenants?

A better way to engage and communicate with others in 

the rental community?

With these four directions in mind, we created a second online questionnaire to 

gauge need and interest in each of the directions. We also asked respondents to 

rank feature ideas within each direction, as well as to rank the four directions 

overall at the end.

Over 70 people responded, and the respondents felt that they needed “a more 
interactive and engaging way to learn relevant and important information for 
tenants” most. They also indicated that they would be more likely to use a service 

that provided that value than any of the other three.

This indicated to us that information should be at the core of our solution. In 

terms of delivery, respondents were most interested in engaging lessons over 

articles or games.

As for the other directions, none were received poorly, though documentation had 

the next most interest. At this point, we became interested in how these service 

directions could work together to provide value that renters wouldn’t be able to 

get anywhere else.

ExtremelyNeutralNot at all
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qualitative feedback

We also conducted 12 additional interviews, with friends and survey 
respondents, to get deeper feedback on the four directions. While we still heard 
interest in information, we also heard interest in the other directions once we 
were able to elaborate on individual feature ideas and share initial drawings. This 
was important, as it encouraged the idea of a service that combined multiple 
service directions.

We were even able to get new ideas from these interviews – for example, while 
the initial idea of connecting to a greater community of renters didn’t garner 
much interest, one interviewee’s experiences led to us pivoting that direction to 
focus on connecting with other renters in the same building.

Insights:

•    Supporting renters in their journey post move-in is a key opportunity

•    Information should be presented in as simple a manner as possible

•    A variety of communication services already exist and are used

•    Landlords and tenants may not agree on a communication method

•    Insurance of privacy of data and communications is important

•    Sending and managing requests from both sides could be improved

•    Store documents, photos, videos, receipts, screenshots, notes

•    Tenants had a Google group to discuss rental and building issues

•    There is an opportunity in automatically connecting tenants

•    Small-time landlords are often unaware of their responsibilities

•    Property-managed rental units offer greater security

•    People use services in these areas, but how could they be streamlined and        
•    combined?

Opportunity Fest at SFU Surrey provided a space to get 
feedback on our fully fleshed-out idea with a broad 
audience that included entrepreneurs and others we may 
not have otherwise talked to.

We won third place in our category of General Social 
innovation, which definitely encouraged us and 
reinforced that we were on the right track.
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user profiles

Sarah

• Has three years of experience in the rental market.

• Most rental knowledge has come through peers.

• Currently shares a basement suite with a roommate.

• Hasn’t faced issues with her landlord.

• Is being forced to leave to make room for the landlord’s son.

• Looking for relevant information as she wants to live alone.

• Is worried about feeling isolated if she lives alone.

• Has been renting mainly condos for the past 6 years.

• Lives with partner and child.

• Is feeling insecure about his tenure in current space.

• Has experienced landlords who weren’t familiar with rights.

• Would appreciate better communication with landlords.

• Likes to be organized and manage everything in one place.

• Is interested in purpose-built rental.

Age: 25

Lives In: Kitsilano

Dwelling Type: Basement suite

Education: Fourth-year student at UBC

Employment: Part Time

Income: $30k, variable w family support

Sullivan
Age: 32

Lives In: Downtown

Dwelling Type: Rented condo

Education: Undergraduate degree

Employment: Full-time accountant

Income: $78k



16

solution

Information Documentation Communication Community

Rentability is a digital service that supports renters through their entire 

rental experience. To do so, it brings together four key service areas:

The integration of these services allows users to conveniently learn about 

rental topics, manage important documents, communicate with both 

landlords and other renters, and more, all in one place. Rentability not 

only makes the delivery of information more personally relevant and 

engaging, but also streamlines existing processes through its feature 

areas. Because of this, we see Rentability as a service that renters can 

engage with consistently throughout the course of their rental journey, 

while also meeting key goals of the Housing Vancouver Strategy. 
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Information

Information Onboarding 

Screen

Personalization Step 1 Toolkit Screen Example Lesson 

Introduction

As Information was indicated to be the most important service direction 
by our survey respondents, it is the core of Rentability. 

When the user signs up, Rentability asks them to identify key aspects of 
their rental situation, including their stage of tenancy, type of housing, and 
if they fall into any special renter categories. They can also indicate any 
specifc topics they are interested in learning more about. This helps 
Rentability deliver the user with the lessons, topics, and news that are 
most relevant to them, allowing them to focus on what is important. As 
the user moves through their rental journey, the information delivered to 
them evolves to stay relevant. 

In addition to personalization, one of Rentability’s key differentiations in 
terms of information delivery is lessons. Lessons are meant to respond 
to specific questions, such as “Which type of roommate agreement am I 
in?” and provide a more engaging way to learn about rental topics. They 
do this by boiling down the most important information and presenting it 
alongside visuals and even short videos, which the user can quickly step 
through, followed by a review at the end. If they would like to go more in-
depth into a topic, that option is available as well. 

Finally in information, we also envision a smart chat feature that would 
allow the user to get quick answers to specific questions.
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documentation

Documentation 

Onboarding Screen

Saved Screen –

Empty State

Saved Screen

Rentability allows renters to stay within reach of important documents, 

photos, information, and anything else pertaining to their rental 

experience. Currently, users may have important documents stored on 

their computer, in an email as an attachement, or physically somewhere 

in their home. Or, they may not even have a copy at all. To solve this, 

Rentability allows users to save items from their conversations, import 

from other applications, or upload directly from their phone to have 

everything one place. No matter where in their journey they began using 

Rentability, they’ll know where to find these important items.

This section is integrated with the Toolkit, as Rentability also allows users 

to bookmark lessons and topics from the Toolkit for easy access later. It 

is also integrated with Conversations – documents, photos, and more 

shared between landlords and renters are automatically saved here.

This feature would also provide timely suggestions as to what the user 

should be storing for future reference. For example, if the user indicated 

they were Starting a Tenancy, they would be encouraged to upload 

relevant documents and take photos of any deficiencies in their unit.
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communication

Communication 

Onboarding Screen

Conversations Screen – 

Blank State

Conversation With 

Landlord

Landlord Conversation 

Detail Screen

The communication feature is a better way for renters and landlords to 
interact with each other. Accessed in the Conversations tab, renters can 
easily connect with their landlord using the prompt.

In addition to allowing users to send messages, this feature is intended to 
streamline several important process. Documents can be exchanged and 
signed, requests (for entry or for maintenance, for example) can be sent 
and managed, and messages will be automatically translated in 
situations of language differences between tenants and their landlord. 

To encourage landlords and building managers to adopt the service, it is 
important that Rentability make things simpler for them as well. In 
addition to streamlining document and request processes, the 
communication feature also allows building managers and landlords to 
easily broadcast messages to all of their tenants, saving them time.

Both parties would have a record of all documents, photos, and requests 
exchanged, and chats would be easily searchable, which would work to 
enhance transparency between both parties.
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community

Community Onboarding 

Screen

Conversations Screen – 

Blank State

Conversations Screen

Also accessed in the Conversations tab, the community feature allows 

the user to connect to all other Rentability users in a multi-unit apartment 

building and partake in discussions through group threads.  

Here, renters who share a landlord and address in common can discuss 

important rental topics, get help with building-specific issues, support 

each other in disputes, and develop social connections. Creating a 

channel for this kind of communication was key to enhancing resilience 

and community among renters, an important goal for our project. 

Renters can connect to their neighbours by simply entering their address 

and choosing their building community. Making the connection process 

simple and automatic means tenants have no barriers to being included, 

while also taking the burden off of individual tenants to maintain or grow 

the community.

Community could have the potential to broaden its scope, but we believe 

connecting renters within the micro-community of a single building most 

successfully address their needs and insecurities and provides value not 

available anywhere else.
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competitors & differentiation

TRAC (top left)
RTB (top right)
Rebca (left)

Because of the way Rentability incorporates four different services areas, it has 
competitors in each area, but not necessarily as a whole.

TRAC, a non-profit, and RTB, a government agency, both offer information and 
resources to users, in a static manner. Rentability is differentiated from those 
services by the way it personalizes the information provided to users, offers more 
interactive learning, and allows them to store information.

For communication, we would be competing with services like email and text 
messaging, though we believe Rentability’s communication feature offers enough 
added value within it, for both tenants and landlords.

There are places online, like Facebook and Reddit, where renters can discuss 
rental topics, but none are built specifically for it, and none allow renters to easily 
connect with other tenants in their building.

As for more encompassing services built specifically for renters, there exists a 
Vancouver startup called Rebca that has not launched yet, but could be a 
competitor when they fully enter the market, depending on the value they provide 
to renters.

Currently, though, no products in the market are designed to support renters 
through their rental journey in the four service areas Rentability offers.
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business model canvas

Key Partners

• Landlords

• Property 

Management 

Companies

• TRAC/RTB

• Municipal and 

Provincial 

Governments

Key Activities

• App/Web Design 

• App/Web Development

• App/Web Maintenance

• Info/Lesson Creation

• Acquiring Partners

• Advertising

Value Proposition

• Important & Relevant 

Information

• Interactive Education

• Ease of Delivery & Access

• Better Communication 

With Landlords

• Connection with 

Neighbouring Renters

• Strengthens Resiliency & 

Community

Customer Relationships

• Engagement

• Support

Customer Segments

• Renters

• Landlords and Building 

Managers

Channels

• Digital Service

• Delivered Through App 

Store
Key Resources

• Information

• Employees

Cost Structure

• Startup App Costs

• Employee Salaries

• Advertising/Outreach

Revenue Streams

• Licensing Rights

• Grants/Funding/Investors

• City/Provincial Investment

• Rental Advertising on Platform (Future)

• Brokerage Fees (Future)
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financial forecast

We created a three-year plan to illustrate how we believe Rentability could grow 
and eventually sustain itself as a business. As a resource to support an already 
vulnerable population, it is important that we not charge renters to use the 
service. As a result, we anticipate relying on investments and grants as we build 
the service and then the user base, before broadening the scope of the service to 
allow for new customer groups to support us financially.

Year 1: We will be focusing on developing the app/website and applying for 
grants, funding and looking for angel investors. We hope to partner with Red 
Academy, an institution that takes on community projects without monetary 
compensation and assists in app/web development as a part of coursework. If 
that is not possible, we may look into outsourcing our development work. We will 
also look to incorporate our business for future licensing opportunities. 

Year 2: Is mainly focused on developing our user base and promoting our app on 
social media, newspapers, bus stops, and billboards. We will be solely relying on 
grants, funding and investors to sustain our operations through this year and we 
will begin to pay salaries as well.

Year 3: We anticipate breaking even by this year and licensing our app to the City 
of Vancouver, development companies and rental property management 
companies. They would be allowed to post listings for available spaces for a 
small fee per post. We also hope to act as a broker between renters and utility 
companies to connect those who are at the beginning or end of their rental 
journey. A brokerage fee would be collected for each successful contract. We 
would also look to include a section on the app for landlords to be more aware of 
their own rights and responsibilities in parallel to those for renters.     

Cost

Revenue

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Costs
Start-Up:
Maintenance:
Miscellaneous:
App Store Fees:
Employment:
Equipment:

Revenue
Investors:
Grants:
Advertisements:
Licensing Rights:
Brokerage Fees:

Year 1

$385
$550/m
$500/m
-
-
-

$12000
$30000
-
-
-

Year 2

-
$550/m
$500/m
$175
$12000
-

$12000
$15000
$1000/m
-
-

Year 3

-
$1050/m
$500/m
$140
$42000
$3000

$12000
$115000
$1000/m
$42000
$10000/m
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next steps

We are quite happy with the progress we were able to make on Rentability in the 
last few weeks of the course. However, there are a still few things that we were 
not able to accomplish within the timeframe of this course.

One of the next steps we would take would be to create additional high-fidelity 
mockups and, with those, an interactive prototype. This would allow us to get 
feedback on not just the idea of the service and its four service areas, but how 
specific features within the different service areas work, the overall information 
architecture, and the look and feel of the service. We would then be able to further 
refine – or if necessary, overhaul – the service in response to the reactions of our 
prospective users.

We would also reach out to landlords to gauge their interest in using the areas of 
the service relevant to them, namely, communication. We didn’t anticipate 
charging them to use the service initially, but would they be willing to pay, and if 
so, how much? Additionally, we would reach out to purpose-built rental 
development and managements companies, to gauge their interest in advertising 
units on the service down the road, and to learn what they would be willing to pay 
for advertising or even to license the service for their own use. We would also 
speak to the City of Vancouver, to see if they would be interested in supporting 
our project, financially or in name.

If we were to continue this project as a venture, our largest hurdle would be our 
lack of development or business backgrounds. So, on the business side, we 
would continue with additional outreach to prospective partners, as well as 
financial experts and app developers, to learn more about the business and 
financial landscape for the project. We would also look to programs such as 
Launch Academy and Red Academy for mentorship and assistance. 
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community

appendix
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research questionnaire data
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feedback questionnaire data

+ 1 more feature idea… + 2 more feature ideas…
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