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Home Prices in Growth-Restricted Areas Rise Higher

Housing Affordability in 2018
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For the first time since the financial crash, the median 
U.S. home price crept up above three times median 

family incomes in 2018, according to the 2018 American 
Community Survey (ACS). Places with price-to-income 
ratios under 3 are affordable (meaning people can easily 
pay off a mortgage on a house that is three times their 
income); price-to-income ratios between 3 and 4 are 
marginally affordable; price-to-income ratios between 4 
and 5 are unaffordable; and price-to-income ratios above 
5 are extremely unaffordable.

The U.S. price-to-income ratio is barely in the 
“marginal” class, as it is under 3.007. But it has reached 
this level because several states continue to allow their 
anti-sprawl policies to push housing prices up in the 
unaffordable or extremely unaffordable categories. Rather 
than fix the problem, planners are attempting to blame 
expensive housing on single-family homeowners who 
don’t want to see multifamily housing built in their 
neighborhoods. 

Housing affordability problems are mainly in the West and 
Atlantic Coast states. Source: Calculated from ACS tables B19113 and 
B25077.

Two states—California and Hawaii—are extremely 
unaffordable, with California’s price-to-income ratio 

increasing from 5.7 in 2010 to 6.6 in 2018. Four states—
Colorado, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington—are in 
the unaffordable group. Colorado and Nevada were only 
marginally unaffordable in 2010, with Colorado becom-
ing unaffordable because Front Range communities from 
Ft. Collins to Boulder to Denver use growth boundaries, 
greenbelts, and other tools to restrict rural development. 
Nevada’s unaffordability is due to the federal government 
owning almost 90 percent of the land in the state, the af-
fordability of its major cities, particularly the fast-growing 
Las Vegas area, depends on the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment selling enough land to meet the demand. 

Fourteen states are marginally affordable while 31 
are in the affordable range. Most of the unaffordable 
and extremely unaffordable states were less affordable in 
2018 than they were in 2017 or 2010, while many of 
the affordable states have become even more affordable 
than they were in earlier years. The two don’t balance out, 
however, as the increase in unaffordability in California, 
which has more than 10 percent of the nation’s housing, 
swamps small decreases elsewhere.

Prices May Be Reaching a Peak

San Francisco prices may have peaked, but others continue to rise.
Source: Federal Home Finance Agency.

House price index data published by the Federal Hous-
ing Finance Agency indicate that prices in many urban 
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areas that have tried to restrict low-density development 
are now considerably higher than the prices at the peak 
of the 2006 housing bubble. Price may have turned 
downward in the San Francisco Bay Area but continue to 
climb in most other regions. Regions that restrict growth 
at the urban fringe typically see more volatile prices as 
well as higher prices; by comparison, prices in regions 
that haven’t restricted rural development are less volatile 
and grow more slowly.

Home prices in less restrictive regions are far less volatile.

Price-to-income ratios are also more volatile in restricted regions.

Price-to-income ratios tend to stay flat in unrestricted regions.

Millennials Leaving the Cities
The Census Bureau’s American Community Survey 
includes other interesting data, such as the age and race 

of homeowners and renters. Since the Census Bureau re-
leased the 2018 ACS data, several news reports noted that 
Millennials were leaving the big cities for the suburbs. 
Of course, that shouldn’t be a surprise, as every recent 
generation has moved to the suburbs when they started 
raising families, but many urban planners have counted 
on Millennials wanting to remain in cities to justify their 
efforts to stop so-called sprawl.

At $598,800, this dilapidated home is currently the least-expen-
sive house for sale in San Francisco.

The contrast in housing prices between urban areas 
that have adopted such policies and those that haven’t is 
stark. As of this writing, the lowest-priced home in San 
Francisco is an 874-square-foot fixer-upper that is selling 
for $598,800. 

This 2,177-square-foot San Antonio house is currently on offer for 
just $183,000.

The same amount of money in San Antonio would 
buy any one of many homes between 3,000 and 4,000 
square feet. For a third of the price of the San Francisco 
house, you could buy a 3,600-square-foot home with an 
in-ground pool on a quarter-acre lot. If you have your 
heart set on a 900-square-foot fixer-upper like the one in 
San Francisco, you can get one for $55,000. Since San 
Antonio, like San Francisco, has single-family zoning, 
such zoning isn’t the cause of high prices in the latter city.

The exodus of Millennials, among others, from 
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major cities has resulted in an overall decline of New 
York City’s population. Last year, the New York Times 
reported that the city had reached a record population of 
8.6 million people. The Census Bureau estimates that it 
peaked at 8.5 million in 2016 but has since shrunk below 
8.4 million. 

Blacks Leaving Expensive Regions
Few press reports have noted, however, that Millennials 
aren’t the only ones moving. Low-income people are 
also leaving expensive cities and regions. For example, 
in the San Francisco-Oakland urban area between 2010 
and 2018, the number of people living in households in 
every income bracket below $125,000 declined, while 
the number grew in income brackets above $125,000. 
Some of the people who were earning under $125,000 
in 2010 increased their incomes to above $125,000 by 
2018, but it is unlikely that many people earning under, 
say, $25,000 in 2010 were earning $125,000 or more by 
2018. Instead, many moved out due to the median Bay 
Area home costing 7.7 times median family incomes.

We can track this better using blacks, whose per 
capita incomes have persistently been around 58 percent 
of non-Hispanic whites’. Between 2010 and 2018, the 
San Francisco-Oakland area’s population grew by 7.2 
percent, yet its black population declined by 8.9 percent. 
Nationwide, the black population grew by 7.1 percent, 
so something is driving blacks away from the Bay Area. 
The number of blacks is also declining in Los Angeles, 
Riverside-San Bernardino, and San Jose urban areas. On 
the other hand, the number of blacks is growing by much 
faster than the national average in Atlanta, Dallas-Ft. 
Worth, Houston, and other more affordable urban areas. 

High Prices Harm Low-Income People
Another bellwether of the effect of land-use policies 
on low-income people is homeownership rates. Black 
homeownership rates in the San Francisco-Oakland area 
actually increased, but that’s probably because most of 
the blacks who left were renters. In Portland, the black 
population grew, but homeownership rates declined even 
though white homeownership rates increased.

A third bellwether is the percentage of low-income 
people in single-family vs. multifamily housing. Sin-
gle-family homes tend to be larger, have private yards, 
and more privacy than multifamily. The American Com-
munity Survey data don’t include home types by incomes, 
but again we can use blacks vs. whites as examples. In the 
San Francisco-Oakland area, the share of whites living 
in single-family homes declined by 0.1 percent between 
2010 and 2018, while the share of blacks in single-family 
homes declined 3.3 percent. In Portland, the share of 
whites grew by 0.7 percent while the share of blacks de-
clined 6.9 percent. In Atlanta, by comparison, the share 
of whites in single-family homes actually declined by 0.7 
percent while the share of blacks grew by 2.7 percent.

In some unrestricted regions such as Atlanta and Raleigh, the 
share of blacks living in single-family housing grew while the share of 
whites declined. But in restricted regions such as Denver, Los Angeles, 
Portland, and San Jose, a much larger share of blacks had to move into 
multifamily housing than whites. Source: ACS table B25024B for 
blacks and B25024H for non-Hispanic whites.

One of the goals of urban planners that I consid-
er irrational is to increase the share of people living in 
multifamily housing. The policies aimed at achieving this 
goal appear to be falling heaviest on low-income people. 
Indeed, it could be said that these policies are racist. 

Overall, the American Community Survey data 
indicate that the nationwide homeownership rate was 
stable at 63.9 percent between 2017 and 2018, but it had 
declined from 65.4 percent in 2010. Were it not for gov-
ernment land-use restrictions driving the California rate 
below 55 percent, and having similar impacts in Hawaii, 
Oregon, Washington, and a few other states, the national 
rate would probably be close to 70 percent. Indeed, the 
2018 rate was above 70 percent in eleven states, most of 
which have few land-use restrictions including Idaho, 
Iowa, Michigan, and West Virginia.

The share of households living in single-family 
homes has also remained stable at about 61.5 percent 
over the last decade. Most big urban areas are less than 
average (people in rural areas aren’t going to find much 
multifamily housing), but the St. Louis urban area is 66.6 
percent; Kansas City is 65.9 percent; Indianapolis is 65.3 
percent; and Atlanta is 64.2 percent, among others that 
are above the national average. 

The regions that are well below average tend to 
have strict land-use laws: Honolulu is 40.1%; Miami 
(the part of Florida that has maintained the strictest 
land-use controls since the state legislature repealed the 
growth-management mandate in 2011) is 41.3 percent; 
San Francisco-Oakland is 43.7 percent; Los Angeles 47.6 
percent; and Seattle is 55.5 percent. All of these have seen 
the share in single-family homes decline since 2010.

In the absence of government land-use restrictions, it 
seems likely that the national rate of households living in 
single-family homes would be well above 65 percent, and 
the rate in most major urban areas would be well above 
60 percent. Contrary to the claims of some planners, 
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there is no “pent-up demand” for multifamily housing 
that is not being met due to single-family zoning. If any-
thing, it is the other way around, which can be seen by 
the movement of young people to the suburbs.

Auto Ownership Is Increasing
The reason planners give for their goal of reducing sin-
gle-family housing is that people in multifamily housing 
are supposed to drive less. Yet despite this and other 
efforts on the part of planners, the share of households 
that have no vehicles declined from 9.1 percent in 2010 
to 8.5 percent in 2018, while the shares of households 
with three, four, or more vehicles all increased. The share 
of zero-household vehicles even declined in San Francis-
co-Oakland as well as most other urban areas, indicating 
that the supposed benefits of making housing unafford-
able aren’t being achieved.

Despite the ill-intentioned efforts of urban planners, the share of 
homes with no vehicles is declining almost everywhere. Source: ACS 
table B25044.

Conclusions
Data show that urban areas that attempt to restrict rural 
development suffer from high housing prices and in-
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creased price volatility while urban areas that don’t restrict 
such development remain affordable even though, with 
the exception of Houston, the cities on those areas have 
single-family zoning. This is reducing the quality of hous-
ing for low-income residents such as blacks, whose per 
capital incomes tend to be less than 60 percent of whites. 
Yet the supposed goal of such policies, which is to reduce 
driving, is not being achieved. States and urban areas that 
have adopted such policies should abolish them.

Data Sources
The following spreadsheets are from the American Com-
munity Survey. For ease of use, I’ve combined the survey 
data from 2010, 2017, and 2018 (and, in one case, from 
every year from 2006 through 2018).
 • Table B25044, vehicles per household in 2010, 2017, 

and 2018
 • Table B25003B, black homeownership rates in 2010, 

2017, and 2018
 • Table B25003H, non-Hispanic white homeownership 

rates in 2010, 2017, and 2018
 • Table B25003I, Latino homeownership rates in 2010, 

2017, and 2018
 • Table B25032, units in home by race, 2010, 2017, 

and 2018
 • Price-to-income ratios calculated from tables B19113 

and B25077 for the nation, states, and major urban 
areas for every year from 2006 through 2018 (with 
chart-making capability)
These spreadsheets are from the house price indi-

ces gathered by the Federal Housing Finance Agency, 
enhanced with chart-making capabilities:
 • Metropolitan areas
 • States

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a land-use and 
policy analyst and author of American Nightmare: How 
Government Undermines the Dream of Homeownership.

https://ti.org/docs/NSCPU10-17-18VehiclesbyTenureB25044.xlsx
https://ti.org/docs/NSCPU10-17-18blackhoratesB25003B.xlsx
https://ti.org/docs/NSCPU10-17-18NHwhiteHOratesB25003H.xlsx
https://ti.org/docs/NSCPU10-17-18NHwhiteHOratesB25003H.xlsx
https://ti.org/docs/NSCPU10-17-18LatinoHOratesB25003I.xlsx
https://ti.org/docs/NSCPU10-17-18UnitsinHomebyRaceB25032.xlsx
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