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The LA Housing Affordability Crisis from a 
Student Perspective 
 

Introduction 
 

As a native Southern Californian, USC student and descendant of an Angelino, I have a personal stake in 

the changing economy of the Los Angeles Metropolitan Area. Through GIS I have chosen to ask the 

question “How does the housing crisis affect young educated renters in greater LA?”. With data from 

the California Association of Realtors, the New York Fed, and the US Census Bureau, five maps are 

presented to exhibit this crisis. To my surprise the crisis isn’t as exactly as I had believed. Rents have 

indeed reached astronomical heights but some places have remained relatively the same. Urban San 

Bernardino and Riverside counties remain the least expensive areas to live in 2018, while urban and 

suburban communities in LA, Ventura, and Orange have increased substantially. Using the yearly 

average earnings of students recently out of undergraduate studies, I map the cities that consume the 

highest percentage of those earnings. As expected, the cities that consume the highest percentage of a 

recent graduate’s income also are the ones with the highest rent. Even more notable is the stagnation of 

earnings among this population making it harder for those new to the workforce to get by.  

The Housing Crisis 
 

Most, if not all, people living in California have felt the effects of the housing affordability crisis. Home 

prices have skyrocketed, the construction of new homes is at a snail’s pace, when accounting for 

housing costs California has the highest poverty rate, these are points many have heard before. For all 

the talk of expensive housing there is a surprising lack of visualizations. Mapping has the unique ability 

to do multiple things with data that tables and spreadsheets otherwise could not. Not only do maps 

convey a message clearly and concisely, but they can be easily shared and downloaded among millions 

of people who interact with them. Those interactions could potentially generate activism, or at the very 

least create more awareness. That activism eventually will drive policymakers to change the status quo. 

In California, that is needed now more than ever. 

The current market for homes in California is on par with pre-recession levels. In 2006 the average cost 

of a home in the Los Angeles Metropolitan Area was $530,000. Today In 2018 the yearly average is 

adding up to about $520,000 (California Association of Realtors [CAR], 2018). Though market conditions 

are vastly different this time, that only makes the problem harder to solve. The artificial inflation of 

prices leading up to the housing market crash was an inevitable ticking time bomb, that to some extent 

had a clearer solution, albeit discovered postmortem. It was an artificial increase in housing from 

reckless Wall Street banking. The nature of the current crisis, for better and for worse, stems from a very 

real demand and supply issue. Not enough homes and apartments are being built to meet demand. As a 

result, rents and home prices continue to climb.  
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Rent in the year 2000 
 

The state wasn’t always in this predicament. Just 18 years ago, rents were far more reasonable in price. 

The average rent was an astonishingly low average of $769 for LA, Orange, Ventura, Riverside, and San 

Bernardino counties (Census, 2000). To most people today, that sounds like a pipe dream. Only 

metropolitan areas in states like Missouri do you see rents that low in decent neighborhoods. However, 

shocking the rents in 2000 might be, it’s important to note the overall economic situation in that era. 

The nation was thriving in an economic boom powered, in part, by a federal budget surplus, something 

not seen since. As exhibited in Figure 1 below, the mood for most southern Californians was all green: 

 

Figure 1: LA Metro Area Rents in the year 2000 

 

The most notable point this map makes is that a clear majority of cities in the LA Metro area did not 

have rents above $1000 a month. Some of the most exorbitantly expensive places today don’t even 

break $1700 in 2000. The caveat here is that the rent prices are in nominal dollars. To the untrained 
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researcher this might be the end for their analysis. It fits the narrative fairly well that rent was much 

more affordable than it is now. However, good researchers know 2000 dollars are different from 2018 

dollars. This requires an adjustment for inflation. Therefore, below we have average rents by city in the 

year 2000, in 2018 dollars: 

 

Figure 2: Inflation Adjusted Rent from the year 2000 

We see that the map isn’t as uniformly green. Orange county, for example, looks much less affordable. 

Cities in the south are mostly orange and yellow whereas in nominal dollars they are all green except for 

one red. In the north, a similar trend is seen with nominal rents under $1,000 and real rents above that 

marker. Cities in the Rancho Palos Verdes area (Southwest point of LA county) also experience a shift. 

The mostly yellow and light green area in nominal dollars is entirely red when adjusted for inflation. Still, 

190 cities in the LA Metro area are beneath $1,000 in average rents, a majority of the 317 cities with 

data. This confirms the conclusion from the previous map, that rent in the year 2000 was much cheaper. 

Another way to examine rents is through the context of income. Most college students already know 

that it is difficult to find affordable rent in Southern California. Roommates are almost always a given, 

the most expensive places to live are near the jobs, and parking isn’t guaranteed. That is why many 
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young people and low-income people leave the state. Places like Texas and Missouri may not have the 

variety of attractions of California but they do have affordable rents. The more common solution among 

young college graduates who are from the region is to simply stay at home long enough to have a 

comfortable reserve of funds. Once looked down upon as something only the lowest achievers do, 

staying with parents has become a very lucrative alternative to being rent-burdened. Per federal 

government classifications, those who spend more than 30% or more of their income on rent are rent-

burdened (Dixon, 2018). To know if recent college graduates are likely to be rent-burdened we must 

know how much they will make. The New York Fed (2018) indicates that recent college graduates in the 

year 2000 made $42,667 in real dollars. Dividing that by twelve months we get $3,555. 30% of that gives 

us the rent-burden marker of $1,066 per month. Therefore, in Figure 3 we see the cities colored by how 

much rent consumes income: 

 

Figure 3: Percent of Recent Graduate Income that goes to Rent in 2000 

Like the previous maps, particularly the inflation adjusted one, the areas where a recent college 

graduate in the year 2000 would be considered rent burdened are in Orange County and the various 

beach and mountain communities. 
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The Rent is too Damn High 
 

In contrast to the maps of the year 2000, 2018 maps show an LA metro area not so inexpensive. The 

rent in 2018 is on average $1280, more than $500 more than the nominal rent in 2000. However, the 

real rent in 2000 tells a different story. The inflation adjusted rent for 2000 was $1022 on average, only 

$268 less than 2018. Surface level this doesn’t appear to be a problem, but if one digs deeper they will 

find more to it than a simple average. Going one layer deeper we find that the number of cities with 

rents below $1000 has plummeted from 190 to only 92. Figure 4 lays out this problem on the next page: 
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Figure 4: Comparison of Rent Prices 2000-2018 
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The Rent is too Damn High (Cont.) 
 

We see in the two maps that most of the dark green cities have shifted to light green, showing how the 

region has increased in price though not by the astronomical levels I naively assumed. The map 

highlights what often happens in researching a hypothesis; finding out a problem isn’t as it seems. In this 

case it’s that the housing affordability crisis in the LA metro area is largely centered around beach and 

mountain cities and hasn’t spread everywhere. Large swaths of San Bernardino and Riverside counties 

remain relatively cheap with many cities still below $1000 rents. My assumption coming into this 

analysis was that the entire state, rural and urban, beach and desert, were all dealing with abnormally 

high housing prices. Though prices may be high for my fellow peers under 30, historically they’re no 

worse than they were before the recession, a time when many of us were not even in secondary school.  

For further perspective on what the recent college graduate must deal with in the Southern California 

rent market, we again must look at income. From the same New York Fed (2018) data, income for recent 

graduates of undergraduate school in 2017, the most recent year for data, is at $42,000 per year. 

Noticeably that number is lower than the $42,667 college graduates were making in 2000. Figure 5 

exhibits this effect: 
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Figure 5: Comparison of rent burdened recent Graduates 
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The Rent is Too Damn High (Cont.) 
 

We see in the comparison that the affordability crisis isn’t so easily dismissed among those just starting 

out their careers. In 2000 just 133 cities would place a recent graduate in rent-burdened territory. In 

2018 that switches from a minority to a majority with 224 cities making new grads qualify as rent-

burdened. A recent graduate living anywhere in Orange county and nearly anywhere in LA county would 

be classified as rent-burdened. 

 

Conclusion 
 

When seeking the answer to “How does the housing crisis affect young educated renters in the LA 

area?” we find that it affects them quite noticeably. However, we also have found that the crisis is 

centralized towards the LA basin, namely Orange and LA counties, and is also apparent in beach and 

mountain communities elsewhere. One issue with this analysis is that it uses city level data which may 

not show the full extent of the crisis in cities that cover vast swaths of land like Los Angeles. Another 

issue was that several cities had no data, even for the most recent years. Had I been able to do this 

without any limitations I would have focused in on the crisis around areas with plenty of jobs and/or 

high job growth rates at the census track level. 

Overall, I learned quite a bit from this research and now understand the problem more holistically. The 

crisis is indeed a crisis but it’s not at catastrophic levels that a map could show clearly. The reality is 

more nuanced. Some cities have indeed jumped in price while others have largely increased as one 

might expect them to, given population growth in the state. The most informative part of the research 

was the data on affordability for college graduates. I was fascinated to learn that average wages for a 

recent graduate of college has yet to climb completely out of its recession hole. Because of that, the 

maps presented here show something that could prove useful for housing advocacy groups or even 

groups highlighting wage stagnation. Because rents have increase but income hasn’t, the problem 

appears to be the lack of progress in income growth for young people entering the workforce, not as 

much housing affordability. Regardless, rents have indeed risen by significant amounts and have pushed 

college graduates into rent-burden territory on average throughout the LA metro area, a finding mostly 

in line with what I expected.  
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Appendix I. 
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