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Introduction 

In Southern California, where home ownership once symbolized California's dream. Los 

Angeles is now one of the nation's most populous rental markets. With more than half of Los 

Angeles's population living in the rental market, it along with New York, Miami and San 

Francisco, has the highest occupancy rate of the major city.  

 

Background 

After the 2008 financial crisis, the housing values in Los Angeles fell, as they did across 

the country. And many well-funded investment firms began buying undervalued properties. In 

recent years, with the development of the economy, the owners of rental properties have taken 

advantage of the law to vacate newly purchased buildings. They renovated houses and pushed 

up the rental prices. 

The California Housing Partnership Corporation published a report mentioned that Los 

Angeles County’s shortage of affordable and available homes to lower-income families 

continues to grow (2018). Los Angeles built thousands of domiciles in 2017, many of them 

were high end homes in Downtown Los Angeles. But the lower-income families couldn’t afford 

to live in these new luxury apartments, which have seen double-digit increases in rental costs 

in recent years. Therefore, it is important to analyze how employers in the fastest growing 

industries are responding to the region’s high cost of living and lack of affordable housing near 

job centers, and how these trends are impacting employees (Painter, G., 2018). Los Angeles 

today faces a profound housing crisis that endangers the social fabric and public health of the 
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city (Katz, A. B., 2018). 

In Los Angeles, people usually have to decide where they want to live. Do they want to 

pay more for housing, but with shorter commutes? Or they may want to live farther away from 

their place of work, saving them money on housing but driving longer to work every day. The 

decisions of where to live and where to work demonstrates that individuals make residential 

and job location choices by trading off wages, housing prices and commuting cost. Depending 

on factors such as the high cost of housing in city centers, many Angelenos opt to live miles 

away from work. If they live farther from work, they can usually afford a bigger house or 

apartment.  

In this paper, I analyze the relationship between housing cost and commuting time to get 

a sense of the standard of living in Los Angeles county. In addition, I add another factor to 

analyze this issue, which is housing value. This is also an important factor in analyzing the 

standard of living in Los Angeles county. 

 

Data Collection 

The data collection of this project is divided into two parts. First, I downloaded the 

shapefile data of California provided by Tiger from Census Bureau and then cropped the 

shapefile data in ArcMap to preserve only part of the data of Los Angeles County. Then, I 

downloaded the data from the Census Bureau's American Factor Finder on three areas based 

on Census Tract: travel time to work, housing rent and median value of housing in Los Angeles 

County. For each census tract in Los Angeles County, the U.S. Census Bureau has provided the 

annual data within the census tract in comma separated value format from 2009 to 2017. I 

would like to use the latest data to generate a more comprehensive and accurate result. And the 

data of 2017 is the most recent available data from the U.S. Census Bureau. These are the data 

I used to generate map view for this project. By performing “Join by Attribute”, the travel time 

to work, housing rent and median value of housing are assigned to the census tract shapefile. 

From here the analysis will conduct further comparison among different blocks. 
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The main data source: 

1. The shapefile data of California of 2017 and the layer type is Census Tracts; from the 

TIGER/Line® Shapefiles of the U.S. Census Bureau  

2. B25061: Rent Asked in 2017- Vacant-for-rent and rented, not occupied housing units; from 

the U.S. Census Bureau, 2013-2017 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; 

3. B08303: Travel Time to Work in 2017- Workers 16 years and over who did not work at 

home; from the U.S. Census Bureau, 2013-2017 American Community Survey 5-Year 

Estimates;  

4. B25077: Median Value (Dollars) in 2017- Owner-occupied housing units; from U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2013-2017 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; 

 

Data Processing 

 I used the shapefile data of Los Angeles County as the base map layer and downloaded the 

data from the U.S. Census Bureau, which had three Excel files. They included data on the 

housing rent, travel time to work and median housing value. Calculation was needed for these 

three files in Excel, firstly classify the data as needed and then sum them up. The redundant 

data was needed to remove. 

 Then I import the processed Excel files into ArcMap separately. Because these data all 

have the same column, which is the Geoid in the attribute tables as the previously cropped the 

shapefile of Los Angeles County. So, I can join housing rent, travel time to work and median 

housing value with Los Angeles County shapefile respectively, using the “Joins and relates" 

tool in ArcMap. Then I created three new shapefiles respectively to analyze. Furthermore, I 

combined the housing value and housing rent together to generate a map. I also did the same 

work for housing value and commuting to generate a map. 

Map Analysis 
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As shown in the result maps, there is a lot of overlap between the focus area of low housing 

rent and the focus area of long commuting time. Moreover, there is also a lot of overlap between 

the high housing rent area and the short commuting time area. Therefore, I think the 

relationship between these two factors is negatively correlated. The higher one’s housing rent 

is, the shorter one’s commuting time is. Vice versa, when one’s housing rent is relatively low, 

then the commuting time of this person is usually not short. However, there may have some 

exceptional circumstances, such as although a person's working place is close to home, his or 

her housing rent is not high. This person may be a member of a low-income group living in a 

poor neighborhood. This report is only a rough analysis and estimate. 
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In addition, I think housing value is also an indispensable impact factor in this project. 

When housing rent exceeds $3,000, the housing rent and housing value layers overlap only 

partially. This shows that some rich people still choose to live in their own houses, rather than 

choose to rent out to earn money. It's also possible that some of the wealthy have several 

housing units at once, but only live in one, while the rest rent out, or perhaps just invest in real 

estate, since the housing prices of Los Angeles have been stubbornly high. 
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The same goes for commuting time. When I analyzed the housing values and the 

population which use less than 30 minutes commuting time on one layer, I saw almost every 

part overlapped completely. I analyze this phenomenon for three reasons. First, these are low-

income people who work close to where they live and whose housing values are low, so they 

don't need to commute for that long. You can see that the larger part of the circle is generally 

dark green, which means the housing value is lower. Second, some of them may live with their 

families, in the areas where housing is more valuable, and not so far from where they work. So 

their commuting time isn't that long. Finally, because Los Angeles County is notorious for its 

gridlock, I don't think it's surprising that the whole thing is overlaid. 
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Conclusion 

 In conclusion, this project focuses on three factors, housing cost, travel time to work and 

housing value. Depending on factors such as the high cost of housing in city centers, many 

Angelenos opt to live miles away from work. If they live farther from work, they can usually 

afford a bigger house or apartment. But if they really do like this, what would be the downside? 

In my opinion, this paper reveals several major problems that have plagued Los Angeles 

County for years. First, there is a lack of investment in infrastructure such as roads and railways, 

which leads to long commutes. Second, the lack of affordable housing near jobs drive more 

workers to sleep in cars. Third, the employers need to address the problem that many of their 

staff are spending an ever-increasing number of hours getting to and from work. Finally, most 

people in Los Angeles County commute by private car, which leads to air pollution, congestion 

and so on, which are all have negative impact on environment. 

 

Limitation 

 When I was working on this project, the biggest limitation was the data. I downloaded the 

census tract data from the Census Bureau, and the data is accurate to the block. Because it's the 

only way to have enough information that I need. However, the downside is that the data is too 

specific and detailed for me to do some comprehensive analysis. For example, I originally 

intended to synthesize the number of people at each level of housing cost and the number of 

people commuting time over time. I tried, but it didn't work out so well. The resulting graph 

was dotted with dots. It got a little better when I zoomed in locally, but then there was no overall 

view. 
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