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According to the 2017 American Community Survey (ACS), there are nearly 1.8 million occupied 
rental units in Los Angeles county. Within that huge rental supply, more than one-third (36.2%) 
are occupied by renters with very low-income (defined as total household income that is less 
than half of the county median household income of $65,000 in 2017). This very low-income 
group of renters is the principal focus of this Brief. These low-income renters have great 
difficulty finding a rental housing unit they can afford without public assistance. Yet, even 
though the very low-income segment is the major beneficiary group targeted by public 
programs for rental assistance, less than half receive any public assistance.  
 
A key policy question is why is it so hard for low-income renters to find affordable housing? 
What hurdles impede their success in housing? Ultimately, what are the circumstances of 
housing under which most low-income Angelenos find accommodation? 
 
The public does not fully understand the obstacles involved. The Los Angeles Times recently 
reported that the public believes California housing is unaffordable due to “lack of rent control” 
(28% of survey respondents), “lack of funding for low-income housing” (24%), “environmental 
regulation” (17%), “foreign buyers” (16%), and other four reasons, including “too little 
homebuilding” (only 13%).1 Each of these public beliefs could be true to a certain extent. 
However, additional reasons for the rental affordability crisis that are larger and more 
fundamental should also be considered. 
 
Analysis of U.S. Census Bureau’s ACS data suggests there are three hurdles that low-income 
Angelenos must overcome to successfully find an affordable rental unit: shortage of affordable 
supply, downward scavenging by better-off renters, and mismatch between low-cost units and 
low-income renters. These obstacles are interrelated but can be examined through a systematic 
approach as laid out in this Brief. 
 

                                                      
1 Dillon, L. (2018, October 21). Experts say California needs to build a lot more housing. But the public disagrees. 
Los Angeles Times. Retrieved from https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-residents-housing-polling-
20181021-story.html 

https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-residents-housing-polling-20181021-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-residents-housing-polling-20181021-story.html
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The first hurdle is shortage of affordable supply (defined as housing costs that would consume 
no more than 30% of the upper income limit defining low-income households).2 The ACS data 
show nearly 2.7 times greater low-income rental demand (651 thousand households) than 
affordable low-rent supply (244 thousand units). This implies roughly two out of three low-
income renters must be paying higher rents than “affordable” due to a shortage of low cost 
rentals. 
 
The second hurdle is downward scavenging by better-off renters. Under ideal sorting, the 
lowest income renters would occupy the units with the lowest rents, moderate income renters 
would consume the next higher bracket of rents, and so forth. However, in Los Angeles county 
as a whole, 28.2% of the low-rent supply (244 thousand) was taken by moderate or even 
higher-income renters leaving only 175 thousand low-cost units available to the poorest 
renters. 
 
The last hurdle is an additional moderate or even severe rent burden due to mismatch between 
units and renters within the remaining limited low-cost units (175 thousand). For example, a 
low-income household who earns $13,000 per year (only 20% of area median income, AMI) can 
occupy a rental unit that costs $379 of monthly gross rent. Even if the household successfully 
secured a unit that costs below the low-cost threshold in LA ($812.50/month), the household 
still pays 35% of their income on rent and consequently is rent-burdened. According to 2017 
ACS data, nearly two-thirds (117 thousand) of 175 thousand low-income renters successfully 
occupied low-cost rental units but were still slightly burdened.  
 
The following sections provide more detailed explanations on these three hurdles and discuss 
policy implications for easing rental hardship of Angelenos. 
 
 

Low-income Housing in Context of Total Housing Stock 
 
We find that the low-income housing problem is not simply limited to the lower-end submarket 
but is interconnected to middle- and even higher-end submarkets as well. Exhibit 1 shows all 
households (3.3 million) in Los Angeles county in 2017. These are distributed by tenure (owner 
vs. renter) and income group.  
 
At the bottom of the distribution in Exhibit 1, 19.7% of total households in LA are found as 
renters with very low-income (<50% of AMI). They are the last in line for housing. Stacked 
above them are other renters with higher incomes and who could pay more if needed. At the 
top of the entire housing market competition are the homeowners. 
 

                                                      
2 The upper limit of low-income status in 2017 was $32,500 (= $65,000 × 0.5), and 30% of income equates to a 
monthly gross rent of $812.50 (= $65,000 × 0.5 × 0.3 / 12). 
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Exhibit 1.  Breakdown of Total Occupied Housing Stock in Los Angeles County, By Tenure and 
Income, 2017 (Unit: %) 

 
Notes: Universe is all occupied housing units in LA county in 2017. Area median income (AMI) is the median 
household income in 2017 for Los Angeles county ($65,000), according to IPUMS data. Thresholds of income-to-
AMI are based on HUD’s “at or below” definition. 
Source: 2017 ACS 1-year IPUMS file. 

 
The public might assume government-subsidized rentals restricted to low-income tenants when 
hearing the term “affordable low-income housing.” It is true that subsidized rental housing is 
designed to be affordable to low-income households.3 But many more low-income renters are 
actually in the private market where they pay market rates, possibly restrained by rent 
stabilization policies. All households (3.3 million) in Los Angeles county in 2017 are shown at the 
left column of Exhibit 2 with Y-axis of absolute count of occupied housing units. The very low-
income segment at the bottom of Exhibit 2 shows that more than two-thirds (67.2%) of housing 
occupied by low-income (<50% of AMI) renter households in 2017 is actually market-rate, and a 
slightly less than half (45.3%) of that is subject to rent stabilization (see Sidebar for further 
explanation). But rent-controlled units do not necessarily mean “affordable” because rents are 
raised to market-rate once a new tenant moves in. Moreover, the estimate of government 

                                                      
3 Government rental housing programs include HUD-assisted Public Housing, Low-income Housing Tax Credit 
(LIHTC), Housing Choice Vouchers, Mod Rehab, Project Based Section 8, S236/BMIR, 202/PRAC, and 811/PRAC. In 
addition, USDA-assisted rental housing program indicates section 515. Some units draw upon multiple programs, 
so that the total of units supported in different programs may double count the total scale of public assistance.  
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subsidized housing occupied by the lowest income group is somewhat overstated because it 
includes the entire count of LIHTC and voucher assisted occupancies which are not exclusively 
restricted to renters in the very low-income bracket (<50% of AMI). In sum, the estimate of 
total 213 thousand assisted rental units in LA county in 2017 is likely overstated, which then 
implies that we have understated the importance of market-rate housing in providing housing 
for low-income Angelenos. It is clear overall that market-rate housing plays a much larger role 
than government assistance in providing housing to low-income Angelenos, as nationally 
observed also by Schwartz (2015) and Weicher et al. (2017).4 
 
Exhibit 2.  Breakdown of Very Low-income (<50% of AMI) Rental Housing Stock in Los Angeles 
County, by Market-rate, Rent-stabilized, and Government-subsidized, 2017 (Unit: Thousands) 

 
Notes: Area median income (AMI) is current median household income in Los Angeles county in 2017 ($65,000) 
according to 2017 ACS IPUMS. Thresholds of income-to-AMI are based on HUD’s “at or below” definition. VLI is 
very low-income (<50% of AMI). * Rent-stabilized units in LA county were estimated with 2017 ACS 1-year IPUMS, 
as described in the accompanying sidebar. ** Estimates of government assistance include some occupants who are 
above the VLI levels, as discussed in text, implying that the market rate share could be even greater. 
Sources: HUD’s Picture of Subsidized Households, 2018a; HUD’s National Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) 
Data, 2018b; Public and Affordable Housing Research Corporation (PAHRC) and NLIHC’s National Housing 
Preservation Database (NHPD), 2018; Housing Assistance Council’s USDA Rural Housing Data, 2018; Schwartz’s 
Housing Policy in the United States, 2015; ACS 1-year IPUMS, 2017. 

                                                      
4 In the nation as a whole, Weicher et al. (2017, p.1) estimates at least 73.2% (= 13.4 million / 18.3 million × 100) of 
very low-income renters (<50% of AMI) were housed in the private market in 2013. Similarly, Schwartz (2015, p.9) 
estimates 8.3 million subsidized rental housing in the nation in 2012, which not only very low-income renters but 
slightly better-off renters are eligible for. Given that there were 25.4 million lower income renters (<80% of AMI) in 
2012 (our ACS-based estimate), roughly 67.1% (= (25.4 million – 8.3 million) / 25.4 million × 100) of lower income 
renters (<80% of AMI) appears to be left in the market without any subsidy. 
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Sidebar 
Rent Stabilized Units in the Private Market 
 
There are 15 California cities with rent stabilization regulations of varying degrees in 2018, 
including within LA county, the cities of Los Angeles, Santa Monica, Beverly Hills, and West 
Hollywood. As measured with 2017 ACS IPUMS data, there are roughly 497 thousand rent-
stabilized housing units in those 4 cities. This includes 456 thousand in the city of Los Angeles, 
21 thousand in the city of Santa Monica, and 20 thousand in the city of Beverly Hills and West 
Hollywood combined. Identification of rent stabilized units is not precise in this Census Bureau 
survey because it depends on the responses of the housing unit occupants. Moreover, the 
degree of price reduction relative to the open market depends, under vacancy decontrol 
provisions, on the length of time the unit has been occupied. Administrative records in the 
four cities roughly match our ACS-based local estimates (City of Beverly Hills, 2018; City of Los 
Angeles, 2018; City of Santa Monica, 2018; City of West Hollywood, 2017). Our ACS-based 
estimate covers the entire county area, which was limited in other ACS-based studies (e.g., 
Pastor et al. (2018) examined cities of LA and Santa Monica while Katz at UCLA focused on the 
city of LA only). 
 
Determination of rent stabilized status is inferred from six different dimensions recorded in 
the ACS data. First, only renter-occupied units are considered. Second, we only account for 
occupied housing units, which means vacant units are excluded in these estimates. However, 
that amounts to only a small percentage of rental units, and those units would likely carry 
market rents when newly occupied. Third, only units in 2-or-more unit multifamily structures 
are considered, which means single-family units are excluded. Fourth, housing units in the 
city of Los Angeles were identified by a given IPUMS geographic identifier (named CITY) while 
cases in the other three cities were interpolated using GIS techniques from a combination of 
PUMA-level geographic codings and finer-grained census-tract-level household weights 
(2013-2017 ACS 5-year summary table B25003). Fifth, the year the structure was built matters 
in estimating rent-stabilized units. In the city of LA, only buildings built before October 1, 1978 
operate under rent stabilization regulations. This coverage date varies city-by-city. In Santa 
Monica, it is April 10, 1979; in West Hollywood, July 1, 1979; in Beverly Hills, February 1, 1995. 
Due to ACS microdata code limitations, we counted units in LA, Santa Monica, and West 
Hollywood built before 1980 as rent-stabilized while all of Beverly Hills units built before 1990 
and simply half of units built between 1990 and 1999 as rent-stabilized. Finally, it should be 
noted that recently occupied rental units may provide much less protection than longer 
occupied units. (For simplicity, we count all units equally regardless of length of occupancy 
because they all hold potential protection for their occupants if they choose to reside longer.) 
 
A total of 497 thousand rent stabilized units were estimated by the above criteria in the ACS 
data. Of that total, 198 thousand (39.9%) were occupied by renters with incomes less than 
50% of AMI (VLI in our exhibit). From renters’ perspective, among all of the poorest renters in 
the private market without any government assistance (438 thousand), 45.3% (198 thousand) 
were housed in a rent-stabilized unit. This estimate is approximate and somewhat overstated 
for reasons of “double counting” of units that also provide government subsidies. 
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Shortage of Housing Affordable to Very Low-income Angelenos 
 
Ideally, the lowest income renters match up to the number of units in the lowest price bracket, 
while the moderate income renters match up to the next higher rent units. But there is a 
serious shortage of units available at the bottom. Based on data in Exhibit 3, for every 100 low-
income renter Angelenos (dark red bar at the bottom of the right column), roughly 37 
affordable low-cost rental housing units (dark red bar at the bottom of the left column) were 
supplied in LA county in 2017 (37 = 244K / 651K × 100).  
 
Exhibit 3.  Rental Units and Renter Households in Los Angeles County, Matched by Affordability 
and Income Categories, 2017 (Unit: Thousands) 
 

 
Notes: Universe is all occupied rental units (or renter households) in LA county in 2017. HHs is households. Area 
median income (AMI) is current median household income in Los Angeles county in 2017 ($65,000) according to 
2017 ACS IPUMS. Thresholds of income-to-AMI are based on HUD’s “at or below” definition. This graph design is 
adapted from an annual report published by National Low Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC) and titled "The Gap: A 
Shortage of Affordable Homes" (March 2018, Figure 1 on page 4). A rental unit is defined affordable when it costs 
at or below 30% of top threshold of income category. 
Source: 2017 ACS 1-year IPUMS file. 

 
However, not all of the units affordable to very low-income renters are actually available to 
them. In fact, a sizable share of the 244 thousand most affordable units are actually occupied 
by renters with somewhat higher income. That leaves the very low-income renters even worse 
off. 
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Who Took the Affordable Low-cost Rentals? 
 
The actual disposition of the units affordable to this very low-income group is portrayed in 
Exhibit 4. Only 175 thousand units (71.8%) were actually available to very low-income renters. 
What was ideally estimated as 37 affordable low-cost rental units per 100 very low-income 
renters is actually reduced to only 27 that are both affordable and occupied by (available to) 
very low-income renters (27 = 175K / 651K × 100). The remainder were taken by renters of 
higher income who have scavenged downward into a less-expensive price range than they 
could otherwise afford. 
 
Exhibit 4.  Actual Disposition of the Rental Units that are Affordable to Very Low-income (<50% 
of AMI) Renters in Los Angeles County, By Income of Actual Tenant, 2017 (Unit: %) 

 
Notes: Universe is 244 thousand low-cost rental units that were identified affordable to very low-income renters in 
LA county in 2017. Area median income (AMI) is current median household income in Los Angeles county in 2017 
($65,000). A rental unit is defined affordable when it costs at or below 30% of top threshold of very low-income 
category ($812.50/month = $65,000 x 0.5 x 0.3 / 12 months). 
Source: 2017 ACS 1-year IPUMS file. 

 
Renter households of middle income could find their way into low-cost rentals in several ways. 
They might be saving their money to accumulate a down payment for a future home purchase 
or another priority need. It’s also possible they might have a friendly connection to the landlord 
and so are receiving a private-market discount. Or the middle-income renters might have better 
access to rent stabilized units that are lower cost (because these are not income restricted). For 
whatever reason, middle income households have a lot more resources and flexibility in the 
housing market than low-income households. When they exercise those options it shrinks what 
is left over for low-income renters.5 

                                                      
5 A small technical detail is noteworthy here. Note that 175 thousand units are classified affordable low-cost 
because they have gross rents lower than the upper limit of low-income threshold in Los Angeles county. 
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Why are Renters Who Successfully Occupy Affordable Housing Still Burdened? 
 
One last step is left for low-income Angelenos to occupy low-cost rental unit without cost 
burden. To reveal this last obstacle, we need to dissect all renter Angelenos in terms of their 
income, rent payment, and rent burden. 
 
To set the context, Exhibit 5 presents the income and rent payment dimensions, showing all 
renter households (1.8 million) in Los Angeles county in 2017. Rows show income groups 
arranged in 10% intervals on the HUD scale of income as a percent of AMI, while columns show 
the 10%-interval gross rent groups, arrayed on scale that shows rents equivalent to the 
corresponding income level on the HUD scale. For example, the first row of Exhibit 5 shows 
renter households who earned less than $6,500 per year (10% of county median income of 
$65,000) while the first column shows occupied rental units that cost less than monthly gross 
rent of $162.5 (30% of 10% of county median income divided by 12 months). The far upper left 
cell shows that there were 10,208 renter households who earned the lowest income and 
occupied the lowest-rent unit. 
 
Exhibit 5.  Renter Households in 10%-interval Income-Rent-Group, Los Angeles County, 2017 

 
Notes: Universe is all occupied rental units (or renter households) in LA county in 2017. Sum of all cell values 
matches the universe (1,797,810). This cross-tabulation was designed by USC PopDynamics Research Group. 
Source: 2017 ACS 1-year IPUMS file. 

 
This table matches incomes and the number of households paying corresponding rents. Any 
renter with an income only 10% of the area median cannot afford to pay rents equivalent to 
what is affordable to renters with income equal to 20% of area median. With this table 
structure, it is convenient to mark off the combinations of cells that are affordable and those 
that are not. That is accomplished in Exhibit 6, the top panel (a) of which shows all the cells 
where rent is affordable with less than 30% of income paid for rent. 

                                                      
Technically speaking, not all of those 175 thousand units are affordable to actual tenants in terms of 30-percent-
standard. If we consider rent-to-income ratio (rent burden dimension) of each of those 175 thousand units, we 
find not all of the units are actually affordable. This is discussed in more details in the following Within Low-income 
Angelenos section. Therefore, we can consider the 175 thousand units as conservative estimate, understating the 
severity of rental housing affordability. 

0-10% 10-20% 20-30% 30-40% 40-50% 50-60% 60-70% 70-80% 80-90% 90-100% 100-110% 110-120% 120-130% 130-140% 140-150% >150%

0-10% 10,208 5,039 4,473 4,614 5,511 8,861 14,698 9,583 8,886 7,031 3,906 3,982 4,420 3,387 1,940 7,703

10-20% 6,223 28,607 10,478 11,615 11,440 15,864 14,007 13,550 8,320 6,020 4,974 5,404 2,431 1,166 731 4,182

20-30% 4,208 2,685 8,467 9,365 12,012 18,940 20,309 15,053 13,018 8,313 6,222 2,961 2,965 2,194 879 2,185

30-40% 3,453 1,733 3,104 6,353 9,422 17,226 25,294 23,049 17,722 12,934 10,189 5,274 4,533 2,114 2,300 3,018

40-50% 2,183 889 1,008 3,014 8,949 16,776 19,676 21,144 15,428 11,061 7,645 5,105 3,325 1,907 2,367 3,859

50-60% 3,233 433 695 1,581 6,516 15,865 18,165 15,568 12,816 11,056 7,624 5,572 5,239 2,408 904 3,137

60-70% 1,908 790 237 1,094 4,634 12,843 17,513 18,118 15,486 13,569 8,155 9,618 5,514 3,457 1,622 3,124

70-80% 1,874 112 572 1,739 3,265 10,639 15,142 14,496 13,321 12,395 9,627 9,434 3,623 2,970 3,515 5,731

80-90% 1,686 373 273 965 2,667 6,769 10,901 10,769 11,840 9,562 6,805 5,938 4,788 2,869 727 3,314

90-100% 1,922 59 56 819 2,669 6,202 9,716 14,167 12,789 10,303 10,154 9,225 5,843 4,094 2,655 7,715

100-110% 787 403 92 701 1,460 4,824 5,956 10,919 9,245 9,284 6,665 5,557 3,149 3,339 2,439 4,962

110-120% 983 80 160 467 2,351 2,704 6,769 8,056 9,004 8,760 7,104 4,459 5,539 3,370 2,151 6,345

120-130% 910 358 213 777 574 3,240 5,515 6,090 5,965 7,547 5,391 5,083 4,206 2,238 1,971 6,875

130-140% 911 0 170 262 1,161 2,124 3,858 5,647 6,998 5,877 5,676 4,729 6,368 3,711 3,345 4,868

140-150% 909 41 328 57 862 1,580 2,943 2,965 3,957 3,841 3,438 4,080 3,681 2,220 2,050 4,434

>150% 6,056 343 793 1,735 4,719 6,213 11,529 18,643 19,985 27,715 25,169 35,075 28,288 25,433 22,229 109,090
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Exhibit 6.  Renter Households in 10%-interval Income-Rent-Group, By Level of Rent Burden, Los 
Angeles County, 2017 
 

(a)  No-Burden Renter Households 
 

 
 

(b)  Moderately Burdened (30-50%) Renter Households 
 

 
 

(c)  Severely Burdened (50%+) Renter Households 
 

 
Notes: Universe is all occupied rental units (or renter households) in LA county in 2017. Sum of all cell values 
matches the universe (1,797,810). This cross-tabulation was designed by USC PopDynamics Research Group. 
Source: 2017 ACS 1-year IPUMS file. 

0-10% 10-20% 20-30% 30-40% 40-50% 50-60% 60-70% 70-80% 80-90% 90-100% 100-110% 110-120% 120-130% 130-140% 140-150% >150%

0-10% 4,090 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

10-20% 6,223 14,838 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

20-30% 4,208 2,685 4,275 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

30-40% 3,453 1,733 3,104 2,092 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

40-50% 2,183 889 1,008 3,014 4,673 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

50-60% 3,233 433 695 1,581 6,516 8,246 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

60-70% 1,908 790 237 1,094 4,634 12,843 8,544 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

70-80% 1,874 112 572 1,739 3,265 10,639 15,142 7,100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

80-90% 1,686 373 273 965 2,667 6,769 10,901 10,769 5,441 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

90-100% 1,922 59 56 819 2,669 6,202 9,716 14,167 12,789 5,506 0 0 0 0 0 0

100-110% 787 403 92 701 1,460 4,824 5,956 10,919 9,245 9,284 4,258 0 0 0 0 0

110-120% 983 80 160 467 2,351 2,704 6,769 8,056 9,004 8,760 7,104 2,075 0 0 0 0

120-130% 910 358 213 777 574 3,240 5,515 6,090 5,965 7,547 5,391 5,083 1,180 0 0 0

130-140% 911 0 170 262 1,161 2,124 3,858 5,647 6,998 5,877 5,676 4,729 6,368 1,683 0 0

140-150% 909 41 328 57 862 1,580 2,943 2,965 3,957 3,841 3,438 4,080 3,681 2,220 1,011 0

>150% 6,056 343 793 1,735 4,719 6,213 11,529 18,643 19,985 27,715 25,169 35,075 28,288 25,433 22,229 87,522
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0-10% 915 300 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

10-20% 0 13,600 7,689 235 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

20-30% 0 0 4,192 8,347 3,581 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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60-70% 0 0 0 0 0 0 8,969 18,118 15,486 13,569 6,254 1,194 0 0 0 0

70-80% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7,396 13,321 12,395 9,627 9,223 1,599 172 0 0

80-90% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6,399 9,562 6,805 5,938 4,788 2,510 224 0

90-100% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4,797 10,154 9,225 5,843 4,094 2,655 1,492

100-110% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2,407 5,557 3,149 3,339 2,439 2,607

110-120% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2,384 5,539 3,370 2,151 4,907

120-130% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3,026 2,238 1,971 5,707

130-140% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2,028 3,345 4,561

140-150% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,039 4,387

>150% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 21,490
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0-10% 10-20% 20-30% 30-40% 40-50% 50-60% 60-70% 70-80% 80-90% 90-100% 100-110% 110-120% 120-130% 130-140% 140-150% >150%

0-10% 5,203 4,739 4,473 4,614 5,511 8,861 14,698 9,583 8,886 7,031 3,906 3,982 4,420 3,387 1,940 7,703

10-20% 0 169 2,789 11,380 11,440 15,864 14,007 13,550 8,320 6,020 4,974 5,404 2,431 1,166 731 4,182

20-30% 0 0 0 1,018 8,431 18,940 20,309 15,053 13,018 8,313 6,222 2,961 2,965 2,194 879 2,185

30-40% 0 0 0 0 0 5,891 21,818 23,049 17,722 12,934 10,189 5,274 4,533 2,114 2,300 3,018

40-50% 0 0 0 0 0 0 254 10,065 14,781 11,061 7,645 5,105 3,325 1,907 2,367 3,859

50-60% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2,824 7,583 7,624 5,572 5,239 2,408 904 3,137

60-70% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,901 8,424 5,514 3,457 1,622 3,124

70-80% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 211 2,024 2,798 3,515 5,731

80-90% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 359 503 3,314

90-100% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6,223

100-110% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2,355
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Exhibit 6 shows all renter households in LA county by three levels of cost burden. Panel (a) 
shows renters without rent burden by their income and rent payment. Panels (b) and (c) show 
renters with moderate rent burden (30-50% of income paid for rent) and severe burden (50%+) 
respectively. We could identify 30%+ burdened renters by summing up panels (b) and (c). 
 
Upper left 5 × 5 cells in each panel reveal how many low-income renters who successfully 
occupied low-cost rental units could be burdened in Los Angeles. If we sum up the 5 × 5 cells in 
panels (b) and (c), 117 thousand low-income renters appear to be cost-burdened (30%+) even if 
they occupied rental units that are considered to be affordable on the basis of county median 
income. Those 117 thousand renters account for two-thirds (66.6%) of the 175 thousand 
renters who successfully occupied would-be affordable low-cost rentals. 
 
The three hurdles to gaining affordable housing can be calculated from data in Exhibit 6. If we 
divide sum of the first five columns of all three panels (244 thousand low-cost rentals) by sum 
of the first five rows of all three panels (651 thousand low-income renters), it reports the 
estimate of affordable supply gap (the first hurdle). If we sum up lower left 11 × 5 cells of panel 
(a), it reports the number (476 thousand) of low-cost rental units that were scavenged by 
better-off renters (the second hurdle). We can see that all the scavengers were not burdened 
by occupying lower-price units as marked off in the lower left 11 × 5 cells of panel (a) while 
none of them appear in the same cells of panels (b) and (c). 
 
Finally, if we sum up the upper left 5 × 5 cells of panels (b) and (c), it reports the number (117 
thousand) of low-income renters who successfully secured low-cost rentals but carried a rent 
burden of more than 30% of income due to the mismatch between units and renters (the third 
hurdle). A small number of final survivors (58 thousand unburdened low-income renters) are 
counted in the upper left 5 × 5 cells of panel (a). 
 
 

What Kind of Housing Remains for Very Low-income Angelenos? 
 
Throughout preceding sections of this Brief, we discussed mainly the obstacles that block rental 
opportunities for very low-income Angelenos who typically can afford less and are last in line 
for housing. Now, we consider what kind of housing the poorest Angelenos actually live in. 
This description is limited by available information in the ACS data used in this Brief. 
 
In Exhibit 7, we examine the question of “where” people live in terms of structure type, year 
structure built, and the most populous local jurisdictions within LA county. Our greatest interest 
is in the renters with incomes less than 50% of AMI, but other renters with progressively higher 
incomes are compared as reference groups. We first compare the structure type of rental units 
(panel a), finding that 61% of the lowest income renters are living in apartments (labeled 5+ 
MF). In contrast, only 24% are in single-family units. The higher is the income of renters, the 
more likely they are to live in single-family rentals than apartments. 
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Exhibit 7.  Rental Units Occupied by Lower-Income and Better-off Households in Los Angeles County, By Structure Type, Year 
Structure Built, and Select Local Jurisdiction within Los Angeles County, 2017 (Unit: %) 
 

 
Notes: Universe is all occupied rental units (or renter households) in LA county in 2017. Area median income (AMI) is current median household income in Los 
Angeles county in 2017 ($65,000). MF in Panel (a) is multifamily. Remainder in panel (c) is Los Angeles county area that were out of the 9 most populous cities.  
Source: 2017 ACS 1-year IPUMS file. 
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Next we consider whether very low-income Angelenos are living in units in older structures. In 
general, better-off renters are more likely to live in newly built housing (top segments of 
columns). An exception is found with the poorest renters whose housing may be newer due to 
its association with government subsidies that are less available in the middle income groups. 
Overall, it may be somewhat surprising that there isn’t greater difference in occupancy of new 
housing for higher income renters. Further research (not shown) reveals that, although higher 
income renters are more likely to be living in single-family units, that structure type is twice as 
likely to have been built before 1960 as are apartments in Los Angeles county. 
 
A final comparison is across jurisdictions within Los Angeles county (Exhibit 7, panel c). Los 
Angeles city provides the home for roughly half the renters in every income group, with slightly 
fewer of the highest income renters and slightly more of the lowest. Also shown are the shares 
living in the largest suburbs, such as Long Beach or Pasadena, but these shares are generally 
very small. These slight differences between LA city and the rest of the county show that this 
region has a fairly even balance between LA city and suburbs when renters with different 
incomes decide where to live. Los Angeles is somewhat remarkable this way. Related trends of 
similarity between LA city and the suburban remainder, compared to other large metros in the 
U.S., have been highlighted with regard to racial diversity, immigration, and age composition 
(Myers et al., 2012). 
 
The above analysis may show that low-income renters have broad access to rental housing in 
Los Angeles county; however, their occupancy does not reflect the affordability of their 
housing. For that assessment, we first calculate what housing units are potentially affordable to 
very low-income renters. And then we assess what share of those units actually have very low-
income tenants. The remainder could be occupied by better-off renters who are seeking 
cheaper housing. 
 
Housing units are jointly defined in Exhibit 8 by their structure type and reported decade when 
built. All of the selected units are potentially affordable to very low-income renters. With these 
data we can answer the questions of what types of affordable low-cost rentals were taken by 
higher-income households and what share remain for very low-income Angelenos. 
 
Overall, findings are that 80% of apartments in 5+ units structures, 68% of apartments in 2-to-4 
unit structures, and 55% of single family unit rentals were occupied by very low-income renters. 
This varies lightly by age of the structure, with the exception of single-family rentals, in which 
case the newest units are far less likely to be occupied by very low-income tenants (29%). 
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Exhibit 8.  Rental Units Affordable to Very Low-Income Households, Showing the Actual Income of Occupants, By Structure Type and 
Year Built, Los Angeles County, 2017 (Unit: %) 
 

 

 
 
Notes: Universe is 244 thousand affordable low-cost rental units in LA county in 2017. For simplicity, rental units in other structure types (mobile homes, boat, 
RV, van, etc.) were not presented. Due to limited sample size, some categories were identified zero (e.g., 2 to 4 multifamily units built in 2000s and 2010-2017 
and occupied by low-income (50-80%) or middle-income (80-120%) households). A rental unit is defined affordable when it costs at or below 30% of top 
threshold of very low-income category ($812.50/month = $65,000 x 0.5 x 0.3 / 12 months). 
Source: 2017 ACS 1-year IPUMS file.
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Conclusion: Two Perspectives on “Success” 
 
This housing research brief has described how difficult it is for very low-income renters in Los 
Angeles to find housing. We have analyzed 2017 ACS data to estimate how high are the three 
fundamental hurdles that any low-income Angelenos must overcome in order to secure an 
affordable rental unit. Basically, a limited number of low-cost rental units are made available to 
low-income Angelenos who are roughly three times as numerous as their supply opportunities. 
Around one-third of the already limited supply is scavenged by richer renters and consequently 
becomes lost to low-income Angelenos who are the last in the line for housing. Even after 
successful occupancy of a low-cost unit, two-thirds of low-income Angelenos are experiencing 
an additional moderate or even severe rent burden, due to various reasons including location 
preference and limited information. 
 
Given that people live in housing, we can measure the intersection from two alternative 
vantage points, either the housing-type destinations of different kinds of people, or the tenant 
composition of different types of housing units. These two classic perspectives of housing 
demography can be effectively used to sum up the three hurdles and compute a single final 
measure of successful occupancy in low-cost units by low-income renters. This is conceived as 
the “success rate” computed from the two alternative vantage points. 
 
From the perspective of very low-income Angelenos, they have a 9% success rate of occupying 
a low-cost rental unit without any cost burdens.6 That means 91% of low-income Angelenos 
must either occupy a middle- or high-cost rental unit or occupy a low-cost rental unit with a 
moderate or even severe rent burden. An additional 17.9% of very low-income Angelenos 
occupy a low-cost rental unit but still bear a moderately or even severely excessive rent burden 
(panels (b) and (c) of Exhibit 6). 
 
Alternatively, from the perspective of the housing stock, not the occupants, a low-cost rental 
unit has a 24% chance of successfully being occupied by a very low-income Angeleno who is 
paying less than 30% of their income.7 That means 76% of low-cost rental units are either taken 
by better-off renters or occupied by low-income renters with an additional moderate or even 
severe rent burden. 
 
The broad conclusion from these poor success rates of low-income occupancy is that the low-
income housing problem should not be treated separately from the context of the entire 
housing market, as first shown in Exhibit 1. Low income housing problems are set in the context 
of competition from higher income renters in a chain of bidders. Under conditions of housing 
shortage, the higher-income households outbid middle-income households for the former 
middle level housing, while the middle-income now move into former working-class housing, 

                                                      
6 9% success rate = 58 thousand low-income renter households who occupy low-cost rental units and pay less than 
30% of their income / 651 thousand low-income renter households × 100 
7 24% success rate = 58 thousand low-cost rental units which are occupied by low-income renter and cost less than 
30% of the occupant’s income / 244 thousand low-cost rental units × 100 
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and the working class take housing from the very-low income. As a result, under conditions of 
shortage such as plague Los Angeles, low-income renters find many fewer opportunities, 
spending more of their income for less. This interconnected viewpoint is vital to improve public 
understanding for better decision making about viable housing solutions. 
 
Public assistance is necessary to expand low-income rental opportunities, but the market plays 
a greater role than governments in providing housing for the poorest Angelenos, as was shown 
in Exhibit 2. Housing vouchers provide essential financial assistance but cannot truly help when 
there is a shortage of units to select from. This absence of low-income housing is not a problem 
that governments can directly resolve on their own. When the private market cannot provide 
sufficient quantity of housing, leaving shortages even for middle income renters, that will only 
encourage greater downward scavenging to the detriment of low-income renters. Accordingly, 
solutions for the poor must be planned hand-in-hand with solutions for middle class housing 
shortages. 
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______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
This series of housing research briefs is focused on housing conditions in Los Angeles. Topics 
address total housing needs, rental housing problems, displacement and housing dislodgement, 
and who benefits from newly built housing, with particular reference to Los Angeles but also 
comparing other metros. We gratefully acknowledge the kind support of the Haynes Foundation, 
but the authors alone are responsible for any findings, errors, and opinions expressed. 
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