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Defining “Affordable”

• Single Household: 30% of 
income measure

• Community-wide: relative to 
median family income



Affordability as percentage of income 
(AMI)



Community 
affordability
• Households

– Income
– Number of people

• Housing units
– Cost
– Number of bedrooms



Households and Weighted Median Income



Households and Weighted Median Income
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Housing Units and Cost

• Unit affordability is cost relative to AMI
• (Monthly rent * 12) / 0.30 = Annual Income Needed
• Income needed / AMI = % AMI
• Example:

– $1,200 * 12 = $14,400
– $14,400 / 0.30 = $48,000
– $48,000 / $89,400 = 53.7% AMI



Housing Units and Weighted Cost

• Comparison median adjusted based on # of BR
– 1 BR = MEDIAN INCOME * 0.70
– 2 BR = MEDIAN INCOME * 0.75
– 3 BR = MEDIAN INCOME * 0.90
– 4 BR = MEDIAN INCOME * 1.04

• Example: 1 Bedroom Apt.
– $1,200 * 12 = $14,400
– $14,400 / 0.30 = $48,000
– $48,000 / ($89,400 * 0.70) = 76.7% AMI



Housing Units and Weighted Cost

• Weighting avoids classifying 
all small units as affordable

• $1,200 unit

Number of 
Bedrooms

Affordable at 
X% AMI

1 76.7%

2 71.6%

3 59.7%

4 51.6%



Comparing Apples to Apples



Data – Where to Find It?



Basic crosstabs: HUD CHAS data



More detailed data modeling: PUMS

• Pros:
– Custom crosstabs
– Extra detail

• Cons:
– Not intuitive
– Specialized software
– Limited to large geographies



Alternatives to data.census.gov

• NHGIS

• R and tidycensus



Questions

Mike MacKenzie, Center for Urban and 
Regional Analysis
mackenziem2@vcu.edu



Affordable Housing 101
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The Housing Spectrum
And why it matters
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The Housing Spectrum

Below 30% AMI
30% AMI to 50% AMI

50% AMI to 80% AMI
Above 80% AMI

Homelessness

Centralized intakes

Emergency shelters

Faith-based charities

Rapid rehousing
Supportive housing

Mission-driven nonprofits

Federal/state/local grants

Public housing
Housing vouchers

Public housing authorities

Voucher administrators

Primarily federal funds

Affordable rental
Market-affordable 

(NOAH)

LIHTC development

Inclusionary zoning

Nonprofit AND for-profit

Mobile home parks

Affordable 
homeownership

Starter homes

Nonprofit development 
(e.g. Habitat for 

Humanity)

Market-rate rental 
and homeownership

Served by private market 
development

Subsidy rarely needed 
(except in very high cost 

metros)
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• Zoning reforms

• Public housing

• Subsidy, incentives, tax credits

• Nonprofit development

• Alternative tenure models

“Make affordable housing”

How do we do it?
“Make housing affordable”

• Tenant-based rental assistance

• Rent control

• Living wage

• Homebuyer grants/assistance

• Rehab/weatherization
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Importance of regionalism

Cities Suburbs Rural
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1. Clear off the drawing board

2. Solutions menu — with 

priorities

3. Carrying momentum

CASE STUDY:
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Trends we’re watching
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COVID-19 and its ripple effects

Confusing eviction 
guidelines

Renters hardest hit 
by job losses

Housing 
instability

The plural of anecdote 
is not data

Zillow Research, August: 

“no disproportionate 
strengthening of 
suburban markets”

Scram to the 
suburbs?

Accessory dwelling units 
(ADUs) for:

• Quarantine

• Work from home

• Learn from home

Rethink what a 
home does

Nonprofits worried about 
long-term sustainability

Material and labor costs 
higher than ever

Industry 
resiliency

https://www.zillow.com/research/2020-urb-suburb-market-report-27712/
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Zoning paradigm shifts
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Evolution of NIMBYism
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Building successful messages

A message backfires when it 
reinforces the audience’s existing 
biases, rather than changing 
them …even when contradictory 
evidence is provided.

1. Avoid backfires

Frames are sets of choices about 
how information is presented. 

Effective framing requires:

• Knowing what to lead with

• Selecting words that “fit your frame”

• Choosing what to leave unsaid

2. Set the frame

Values-based messaging, e.g.:

• Fairness across places

• Regional interdependence

Explanatory chains:

• Complete missing links

3. Build a story
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Learn more:

housingforwardva.org/toolkits/overcoming-nimbyhousingforwardva.org/toolkits/messaging-toolkit
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Join in:

Some Assembly Required
A Virtual Conference on Virginia’s 

Manufactured Home Communities

Oct 5 – Oct 9

Virginia Governor’s Housing 
Conference

Nov 18 – Nov 20

mhccv.org/event/symposium-2020 vaghc.com
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Thank you!

jonathan@hdadvisors.net
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